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INTRODUCTION

The current tax system requires the average American family
with children to pay over $7,000 in taxes each year, more than half
of which go to federal income taxes.! In addition, ccrtain funda-
mental family matters including family formation, employment,
and child care, carry with them important tax considerations as a
result of specific tax provisions now in place.

For these reasons, and because tax reform is more than ever
under consideration, we believe the tax system should be seriously
analyzed from the point of view of its impact on families and the
children who live in them. The eight papers included in “Tax
Policy: How Do Families Fare”, bring us much cluser to that goal.

Among the many critical family.'tax related questions addressed
in these papers are:

Since 1913, when the first permanent income tax was en-
acted, how have tax laws affecting families evolved in response
to changes in economic and demographic conditions? [Womex
and Families as Taxpayers. A History (Rosemary Marcuss and
Rosemarie Nielson, CBO))

Relative to prior years, does the current tax code penalize
families with children? The Tax ZTreatment of Households o
Different Size (Eugene Steuerle, from “Taxing the Family,”
i&glgg)rican Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research,

At what level of income do families make tle gieatest use of
the child care credit? [Federal Tax Policy and the Family. The
Distribution of the Dependent Exemption, The Child and De-
pendent Care Tax Credit, and the Earned Income Credit by Ad-
Justed Gross Income Class, Tax Year 1982 (Stacey Kean, CRS)]

Will families with incomes below the poverty line continue
to be subjected to income tax? [Tax Reform and the Fumily
(Geraldine Gerardi and Eugene Steuerle, Department of the
Treasury)]

Under current law and in the various reform proposals, are
married couples penalized relative to single taxpayers? Are
single heads of household penalized relative to married cou-
ples? Are two-earner couples penalized relative to one-earner
families? [Family Characteristics and Horizontal Equity: A
S%nszﬁarism of Three Tax Reform Proposals (Gregg Esenwein,

)

Are large families treated equitably in relation to smaller

families? [Family Characteristics and Horizontal Equity: A

"In 1983, mean pretax anwume for married couple fumilies with children was 331,841, mean
after-tax income was $24,824 (Bureau of the Census) .
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gtll{g)pjarison of Three Tax Reform Proposals (Gregg Esenwein,

Will decisions to enter or leave the work force be affected?
[Implications of Tax Alternatives for Families. How Ten Fami-
lies Fare Under Five Tax Proposals (Martha Phillips, Commit-
tee on Ways and Means)]

Will changes in the tax treatment of dependent care costs
affect all families’ ability to meet child care expenses equally?
[Implications of Tax Alternatives for Families. How Ten Fami- .
lies Fare Under Five Tax Proposals (Martha Phillips, Commit-
tee on Ways and Means)]

Beyond the current tax reform debate, how do our tax and
income transfer systems compare to those in other countries? L4
[Financial Help for Vuinerable Families. The Income Transfer
Menu (Alfred Kahn, Columbia University)]

And, finally, would a new ‘“Value added tax” treat all fam:-
lies fairly? [The Incidence of a Value-Added Tax on the Fumily
(James Bickley, CRS)]

We would caution against drawing final conclusions regarding
the total effectiveness of each reform proposal based on these anal-
yses alone. These papers focus on those tax provisions which most
directly affect families and children. The provisions important to
families will interact in complex ways with &all the other provisions
in each proposal, and no conclusions should be drawn without look-
ing at the entire proposal.

Finally, these papers do not include any analysis of the most
recent Administration proposal, Treasury II, which appeared subse-
quent to our request for these papers. Also, some of the reform pro-
posals which are included have since been modified, which we have
noted where appropriate.

We are grateful to the Women's Research and Education Insti-
tute (WREI] for making available four of the papers that appear
here, which were originally presented at a conference, “Federal
Tax Policy. What's In It For Women and Families,” sponsored by
WREI in cooperation with the Family Imract Center. The other
three papers were commissioned by the Select Committee on Chil-
dren, Youth and Families from the Congressional Research Service.
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WOMEN AND FAMILIES AS TAXPAYERS: A HISTORY

Rosemary D. Marcuss and Rosemarie M. Nielsen*

INTRODUCTION

An investigation into changes in the relative status of women
and families among major contributors to our federal income tax is
well served by a look at the history of the tax. The federal tax code
reflects the political process in which the need for revenues lvrces
compromises on social, economic, and administrative issues. Since
1913, the course of the federal income tax has been one of continu-
ing adaptation, slow and incomplete, but adaptation nonetheless.

As contributions of women and families as taxpayers continue to
change, so most likely will their official status within the federal
tax code, as Benjamin Disraeli said, “Finality is not the language
of politics.” Future adaptation of the income tax will undoubtedly
share some of the characteristics of its antecedents. In this paper
we sketch the history of six components of the income tax that
have particular, but not unique, application to women and families.
the tax rate schedules, the personal exemption, the zero bracket
amount (or standard deduction), the dependent care credit, the
earned income credit, and provisions addressing divorce.

There have been significant changes in these provisions begin-
ning soon after 1913, when the stage was set for the federal income
tax by the ratification of the Sixteenth Amendment. The language
of the tax code is now virtually gender-neutral, but this was not
always the case. Social attitudes and expectations change slowly.
The growing numbers of women wurking outside the home (par-
ticularly mothers of young children) and the increasing incidence
of divorce are two of the many manifestations of such change.

What vantage point and what analytical tools best prepare par-
ticipants for the productive pursuit of better tax compromises?
Economists propound three tax policy goals. equity, efficiency, and
simplicity.! These provide a useful analytic framework for the dis-
cussion of tax policy changes, even for those who share the suspi-
cion that the proponents, economists, “exert a minor and scarcely
detectable influence on the societies in which they live” (Stigler,
1982, p. 63). These goals are generally accepted as desirable and im
portant, but there is a tension between them that can’t be elimi-
nated—as this look into the histuries of income tax provisions will
reveal.

* Rusemary Marcuss s Assistant Directun Tux Analysis Divisois Congressional Budget Offive
and Rusemarie Nielsen 15 an Analyst in the Tax Analysis Diviswon of the Cungressivnal Budget
Office, The views expressed i this paper are thuse o the authurs and do nut represent the pos
tion of the Congressional Budget Office.

i Ruugghly, equity requires that thuse with equal laxpaying capacitivs pay equal taxes and
thuse with unequal wapauties dv not Effiuency requires that the lax burden not depend on
suurces ur uses vt income. Simphivity speaks for atotll Tt s been walled vverybudy s second Chivie.
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The major elements of the federal personal income tax system
that determine tax liability are the definition of income, the allow-
able deductions and exemptions from income, the tax rates, and
the credits allowed against the tax. The three elements most direct-
ly affecting the tax treatment of families relative to others—the
various tax rate schedules, personal exemptions. and the zero
bracket amount (or standard deduction)—are discussed first. Then,
three components of the income tax affecting many women—the
recognition of child care expenses as costs of earniug income, re-
ducled tdaxeb on earned income, and the treatment of divorce—are
outlined.

THE TAX RATE SCHEDULES

Marital and family status are only two of a large number of cri-
teria affecting federal income tax liability, but they have the
unique distinction of determining which rate schedule the taxpayer
faces. There are now four rate schedules. for joint returns and sur-
viving spuuses, for heads of households, for single individuals, and
for married people filing separate returns—listed here in increas-
ing order of steepness of rates.? A head of household is an unmar-
ried person who maintains a home for a child, grandchild, or any
other relative who is a dependent.

A tax system primarily must raise sufficient revenue and be gen-
erally acceptable to taxpayers. Three income tax principles—pro-
gressivity, equal tax burden on taxpayers with equal incomes,® and
indifference to marital status'—affect acceptability, but in chang-
ing ways. These goals conflict, movement toward one often entails
movement away from another. Further, generally accepted views
about what is fair change over time. The history of the income tax
code is one of the difficult forging of agreements among legislators
faced with competing goals and changing public opinion. This was
certainly the case in the changes over time in the basic building
blocks of the federal tax system, the definitions of taxpaying units
for application of the progressive tax rate schedules.

The four tax rate schedules listed above did not exist when the
first permanent federal income tax was enacted in 1913. Indeed,
the individual was the only formally recognized taxpaying unit in
the federal system until 1948, when the family became the taxpay-
ing unit for most married couples. Qver time, finer dist.nctions
among units were made and later realigned. Puvlic discussion, ad
ministrative initiatives, legislative responses, and judicial decisions
had addressed these issues long before 1923 and will continue tv do
so as long as there is a need by the government for revenue.

The only taxpaying unit specified in the Income Tax Act of 1913
was the “citizen” or the “person”. Only one progressive rate struc-
ture was provided. The “individual” was again confirmed to be the
only taxpayer in the Revenue Act of 1916. In 1918, married couples
were granted the right to file a joint tax return. However, they
were required to use the same progressive rate schedule as others,

 Steepness of tax_rates 15 a basie, but nut the vildy determuant of progressivity. Exclusions
from income also affect progressivity.

3 Sometimes referred to as horizontal equity

4 Sometimes referred to as marriage neutrahity
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with a combined exemption that was lower than two individua! ex-
emptions, making the option undesirable in most cases.

THE ALLOCATION OF FAMILY INCOME

In most families resources are shared. In these cases, it's reason-
able to consider family income, rather than the separate incomes of
the individuals in the family, as a measure of the family's ability to
pay taxes. When each spouse was taxed as a separate taxpayer,
families with the same combined income had different tax liabil-
ities when their income was divided differently between the
spouses (because of the progressive rate structure). In other words,
the ability of such families to pay taxes was differentiated with ref
erence only to the income recipient. This resulted in dif‘eren tax
liabilities for some fa.nily units with similar combined incomes,
which failed to satisiy the principle of equal taxation of equal-
income families.® This also reduced efficiency in that it created an
incentive for spouses to shift income to one another.

In community property states, state law accorded each spouse a
legal claim to all family income regardless of source. Families in
these states began to divide family income evenly between the
spouses for federal income tax purposes to reduce the family's tax
liability (again, because of the progressive rate schedule). In other
states where spouses did not automatically have a legal claim to
family income, legal assignment of family income between spouses
could accomplish the same reduction in federal liability. Income
from property—rent, dividents, and interest—can always be trans
ferred to another taxpayer if the owner of the income-producing
property is willing to give the title to the property to this person.
In these nther states, the transfer of earned income—wages, sala-
ries, and professional fees—however, required a contractual ar-
rangement,

In 1930, the Supreme Court ruled on the issue of assignment of
earned income between spouses in Lucas v. Earl,® by forbidding all
shifting of such income to another taxpayer, even a spouse, for fed-
eral income tax purposes. Families with property income could still
shift that income between spouses but now families with only
earned income were typically unable to shift income, unless they
resided in community property states.” The principle that couples
with equal incomes should pay the same tax was still not satisfied.

The geographic character of the difference in tax treatment of
couples with equal combined incomes was a source of contention
from the inception of the tax. As mentioned above, residents of
community property states where splitting their income (regardless
of source) for tax purposes. Their tax liabilities were lower than
those of families with similar incomes from the same sources but
living in common law states. (In 1930, there were eight community

# It van be argued that e actual recipient of the income i3 the proper Llaxpaying unat, aot the
lurger family, because wamong vther reasuns: the individual retains ultimate wntre’ over the
use uf the incume. In faut, the mcome of children s treated this way fur federal incume tax

purposes.

$281 U.S. 11 Q9300

" Families operating JJusely held businesses ur famuly furnos could, i effect, share carned
income for federal income tax purposes, but most families were not so engaged.

)
10
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property states,® and forty common law states.) In Poe v. Seaborn
(1930), the Supreme Court affirmed the legality of this practice.
The Court held that spouses in community property states were, in
fact, taxable on one-half of their combined income for federal pur-
poses, nullifying for these taxpayers the prohibition on the assign-
ment of earned income to other taxpayers established in Lucas v.
Earl. This ruling confirmed that marriage was determinative of
federal taxpaying status, at least for the taxpayers who could
reduce their tax lisbility by splitting earned income. (The govern-
ment had argued in favor of taxing all community income to the
husband on the grounds of his presumed management of and con-
trol over it.)

Now, in community property states, a couple’s tax liability would
be exactly twice that of an unmarried taxpayer with haif the cou-
ple’s total income, and exactly equal to that of other equal-income
couples in these states, regardless of the allccation of income be-
tween spouses. In common law states, these relationships wouldn't
hold because aggregation and splitting of income were not avail-
able to married couples. The federal tax system was no longer neu-
tral toward marital status for taxpayers in community property
states, because marriage there usually decreased a couple’s tax li-
ability. (At that time, the great majority of families had only one
earner.) Many common law states considered adopting community
property systems to provide the benefits of income splitting to their
residents. Some actually did so.

The geographic disparity in tax liabilities was untenable. This,
along with the persistent practice of families to reduce their tax li-
abilities by transferring property between spouses (especially as
rates climbed), led the Treasury and later the House Ways and
Means Committee (in 1941) to propose mandatory joint filing for
husbands and wives living together. Under these propwsals, the
couple’s combined income was to be taxed at the same rates ap-
plied to single individucls’ incomes. Tax liabilities would rise for
couples in community property states and for all couples in which
both spouses received income, because aggregation of their incomes
(without income splitting) would move then into higher rate brack-
ets. In other words, under the proposed system, marriage would in-
crease the tax liability of all pairs of taxpayers with independent
sources of income. The proposa’ was defeated in the Senate, the
income splitting dilemma would require a different resolution at a
different time.

The first round in the resolution came when the Revenue Act of
1948 permitted all married couples to aggregate their income and
deductions and file a joint return. Their tax liability was set at
twice that of a single person with one-half of the couple’s iucome.
In other words, the long-established ..ax practice of couples in com-
munity property states of aggregation and income splitting was of-
ficially extended to those in common law states. The incentive for

* The cummunity pruperty system i a legavy of the Spanish influence i the western Unato!
States. Under this system. each 3pouse has a ryght tu vne-hall’ of the wuple's juint ancome, res
gardless of the svurce This implied the prinag Tc of qual tax labsdity for vouples with equal
incume restding in the cight states oo whos the system was established  All uther states had
wmusiwn law systerms denived from English iaw, i which wndidual property oghts prevaded.

¥ 252 U.S. 101 (1930)
11
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do-it-yourself splitting of family investment income via property
tra.sicrs between spouses was removed. The principle that equal-
income couples should be taxed equally was established by accept-
ing the community property assignment of income of both spou.es
for federal tax purposes. There were now two tax rate schedules,
the individual schedule and the joint return schedule with rate
brackets twice as wide as the individual schedule bracket. The pro-
gressivity of the income tax was reduced. While aggregation and
income splitting are often viewed as tax preferences to support
families, their enactment was obviously the result of a wide variety
of other pressures, legal and administrative as well as social.

The major change in the taxpaying unit in 1948 effectively intro-
duced a type of single penalty, yet the relationship between the tax
liabilities (burdens) of single and married taxpayers was hardly dis-
cussed at the time. A significant tax reduction was given to couples
in common law states. In uddition, a type of marriage bonus was
introduced. marriage would reduce or leave unaffected the tax li-
ability of individuals regardless of state of residence.

Whatever the origin of the 1948 changes, the tax treatment of
unmarried taxpayers supporting dependents was soon considered to
be out of line with the special rate schedule made available to mar-
ried couples. In 1951, a new rate schedule was created for unmar-
ried heads of households supporting dependents, children, or other
descendents in their homes. This schedule provided approximately
one-half of the advantage of income splitting. Now there were
three rate schedules. the head of household, the joint return, and
the single taxpayer schedule. The introduction of lower head of
household rates seemed to lend credence to the view that the in-
creased cost arising fiom family responsibility was the politically
accepted justification for income splitting by married couples.!©
ngfsi argument, however, had not been centra{to the debate on the
1 act.

A MARRIAGE PENALTY

The 1948 and 1951 changes made the rate schedule faced by
single peuple seem unjustifiably steep compared to those for mar-
ried and head of household taxpayers. Middle-bracket single tax-
payers bore tax liabilities as muc% as 42 percent above those of
couples with the same combined income. Differentials this high
came to be considered unacceptable, even by many who believed
that a higher tax rate for single people could be justified on
grounds of lower living costs. By the late 1960s, pressure to reduce
the single taxpayer rates led to the extension of some of the bene-
fits of income splitting to them in the Revenue Act of 1269. A new
lower tax rate schedule was made available to all unmarried tax-
payers, which breught their liabilities to within 20 percent of those
of married couples with the same combined taxable income. Be-
cause all spouses with rouglily equal incon.es would find the new
single taxpayer rates preferable to the joint return rates, married
taxpayers filing separate returns were now required to use the old

+? One ob{cctwn v inume sg‘hmns hus been that the prinupal benefivaries, vnecarnes wu
ples, _nctuul}\; have relatweiy highet real wumes when the wuntaxed services ul the spouse
working in the home arn taken into consideration.

12
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individual taxpayer schedule instead. This was retained as the
fourth rate schedule.

After 1969, the incidence of married two-earner couples increased
substantially. These taxpayers now incurred a new marriage penal-

if their combined income was allocated between them more
evenly than approximately 80 percent—20 percent, their combined
tax liability would be higher than that of two unmarried individ-
uals with the same incomes. In other words, the tax liabilities of
these individuals would increase if they married, or decrease if
they divorced.!! Couples with more uneven earnings would get a
marriage bonus (a reduction in tax liability), measured relative to
two unmarried individuals with like incomes. The penalty or bonus
could be substantial. The marriage jenalty in 1979 for two-earner
couples with an income greater than $80,000 and evenly split be-
tween them could exceed $4,600 (Feenberg, 1983, p. 37). As more
unmarried two-earner couples chose to establish joint households,
these differentials became harder to justify.

In 1981, the Congress enacted a new deduction intended to
reduce the disparity in tax treatment between single-earner and
two-earner married couples and to reduce the disincentives for po-
tential second-earners to enter the labor force. The deduction is 10
percent of the earnings of the lo\ :r-earning spouse up to a maxi-
mum deduction of $3,000. The deduction is consistent with the rec-
ognition that a nonworking spouse provides the family with income
in nonmonetary form and with the belief that the higher costs of
earning their mncome possibly incurred by the two-earner couple
should be recognized as a reduction in their ability to pay taxes.

This marriage penalty could have been reduced by giving mar-
ried couples the option of filing separate returns at lower rates, or
by retaining joint filing but adjusting tax rates and reducing pro-
gressivity. Separate filing entails some serious complications, such
as the need for rules for allocating itemized deductions bectween
spouses. An adjustment of joint-filer rates was precluded in 1981 by
the well-established commitment to substantiaily reduce all tax
rates across the board.

The new deduction, like earlier repunses to marriage penalties
(and bonuses) is a rough compromise. It is not well focused on those
affected by this marriage penalty, and incidentially increases the
size and incidence of marriage bonuses. It also fails to eliminate
the marriage penalty for most taxpayers. As more married couples
earn substantial and similar incomes, pressure to further address
this issue may grow.

THE TaxaBLE INcoMe THRESHOLD

The burden of the income tax on individuals depends on exemp-
tions and deductions as well as on tax rates. One useful measure of
tax burden is the effective tax rate, or taxes as a percent of income.
The exemptions and the rate schedule jointly determine the pro-
gressivity of effective tax rates. The minimum level of income at
which federal income tax liability is incurred —the taxable income

11 This type of marriage penalty 1s the inudental rec 1t of any " preference” fur sungle taspay
ers,

%13
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threshold—is determined for most taxpayers by the sum of allow-
able personal exemptions and zero bracket amount (or standard de-
duction). A personal exemption is allowed for each taxpayer and
for his or her spouse. Additional exemptions are allowed for each
dependent claimed by the taxpayer. For 1985, each exemption is
$1,040. The zero bracket amount (ZBA) is, in effect, a deduction
given to each taxpayer that varies according to tax filing status. In
1983, about 37 percent of taxpayers itemized their deductions; that
is, they had personal deductions in excess of the ZBA. For 1985, the
ZBA for single taxpayers and heads of households is $2,390, for
married couples filing joint returns, $3,540.12

The personal exemption was introduced back in 1913. The stand-
ard deduction (later to become the ZBA) was introduced in 1944
along with significant World War II tax increases. Historically, the
personal exemption and the standard deduction often have been
used as alternative levers for simplifying the tax code and provid-
ing relief from taxation for low-income taxpayers. Therefore,
changes in the personal exemption are best described along with
coordinated changes in the standard deduction. They are discussed
separately here only for organizational ease.

PERSONAL EXEMPTION

The Income Tax Act of 1913 contained a personal exemption of
$3,000 for each taxpayer and $1,000 for his or her spouse. A de-
pendent exemption was proposed but dropped. The “normal” tax
rate of 1 percent was accompanied by a progressive surtax of 1 to 5
percent. The original very high personal exemption played the role
of both the present exemption and the zero bracket amount in es-
tablishing the tax-exempt level of income. It was sufficiently large
so that only a small portion of citizens owed any tax, which wasn't
lost on Senator Henry Cabot Lodge; he called it the “pillage of a
class” (Blakey and Blakey, 1940, p. 89). In 1916, the extra $1,000
exemption was extended to “heads of families” (single taxpayers
supporting at least one person closely connected to the taxpayer).!?

A reduction in personal exemptions to $2,000 for couples and
heads of families and $1,000 for unmarried individuals in 1917 was
part of an effort to raise the revenues needed to finance World War
I. At the same time, an exemption of $200 for each dependent was
added (see Figure 1). The lower threshold brought many more tax-
payers into the system.

12 A taxpayer doesn't actually caleulate hus or her ZBA, it s buit intu the tax rate sched-
ules—hence the title, zero bracket amount.

13 The connectivn was required to be by bloud, murriage, vt aduption ur through legal or
moral obligation (Bittker, 1975, p. 1446).
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During the prosperous 1920s, as the need for revenues lessened,
f)ersonal exemptions were increased. By 1932, the good times were
ong gone. The single and head of family exemptions ware lowered
to shore up depression-reduced revenues by extending the tax to
more taxpayers. The dependent exemption rose, but remained low
relative to the other exemptions. In 1939, the exemptions for single
taxpayers, couples fand heads of families), and dependents were
$1,000, $2,500, and $400 respectively. By 1944, the first two had
been reduced to $500 and $1,000, and the dependent exemption had
been increased to $500. For the first time, the exemptions were
equal on a per capita basis. This alignment was retained in subse-
quent acts and persists today.'* The establishment of per capita
equality in 1944 was part of an effort to simplify the code as the
tax was being extended to many new lower-income people to meet
wartime revenue needs.

In 1948, the exemptions were raised to $600 for single taxpayers
and dependents and $1,200 for couples and heads of families. They
remained at these levels until 1970. During the intervening years,
the real value of the exemptions eroded dramatically as the price
level rose and, along with it, incomes and itemized deductions. Ex-
emptions were further increased in the early 1970s and again in
1979. The Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981 initiated the index-
ation of exemptions to the Consumer Price Index, but the effective
date was held off until 1985 This year, the single and the depend-
ent exemptions have been increased by $40 to $1,040 and the mar-
ried joint filer exemption by $80 to $2,080 via indexation.

Dependency status.—The definition of a dependent for current
federal ir.come tax purposes differs from that originally specified in
1917. The first dependent had to be under 18 years of age or a men-
tally or physically incapacitated child. Within a year, the definition
was broadened to include any closely related person meeting either
qualification. In 1944, the definition was further broadened to en-
compass all closely-related people for whom the taxpayer provides
more than one-half of total support.!5 The removal of the limits on
age, and on self-support for child: ., at this time, allowed college
students to qualify for the first time. Since 1917, the definition of a
dependent has been progressively broadened to encompass ex-
tended family obligations beyond those legally binding on the tax-
payer.

Families of different sizes.— Personal exemptions cause family
tax liabilities to vary with family size. This, however, is a crude ad-
Jjustment for family taxpaying ability. The expenses associated with
a child are most cogently measured for a family at the subsistence
level, at that level, the costs are necessary, not discretionary. For
families of different size, at the subsistence levels, the ZBA and
cumbined exemptions can play the role of ensuring that the family
has a zero income tax liability. (During the 1960s and 1970s, Con-
gress increased the taxpaying incume threshold for the explicit pur-
pose of making it nearer to the poverty level of income, this has

*In vne sense, dependent Ghuldren are treated preferentially becuuse ther invomes are not
aggregated with the other family income earned by their parents.

5 As lung as the dependent's gruss income was less than $500. The gruss income himit, which
has since been rsed v 31,000, i no lunger apphicable W laxpayers Juldien whe are younger
than nineteen or fulltime students.
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not been the case, however, during the 1°80s, during which the tax-
paying threshold for families has continued to fall below the pover-
ty level of income.)

Standard deduction or zero bracket amount.—In its earlier for-
mulation as the standard deduction, the ZBA could be recognized
more easily as a deduction that can be taken in lieu of all itemized
personal deductions. It was introduced in 1944 at 10 percent of ad-
justed gross income (AGI), with a maximum deduction of $500, as a
means of reducing complexity when many more lower-income
people were becoming taxpayers. In 1944, the number of taxable re-
turns had increased tenfold over the previous five years, lower per-
sonal exemptions, reduced to finance the war, had brought more
people onto the tax rolls (Goode, 1976, p. 174). During the first few
years after 1944, over 80 percent of taxpayers used the standard de-
duction. Its relative value fell during the 1950s and early 1960s as
the percentage of AGI remained censtant while itemized deduc-
tions continued to grow.

From its introduction in the Revenue Act of 1964 until the late
1970s, the minimum standard deduction was calibrated to poverty
thresholds (Joint Committee on Taxation, 1978, pp. 38-39). After in-
creasing steadily during the early 1970s, the two (single and joint-
filer) standard deductions became flat dollar amounts and were in-
corporated into each tax rate schedule in the form of a ZBA.!¢

In 1964, the minimum standard deduction was $200 for both
single taxpayers and joint-filers plus $100 per exemption. The
standard deduction available to the taxpayer was the larger of this
or the older percentage deduction and was capped at $1,000. The
taxable income thresholds were set at roughly the poverty levels
for unmarried individuals and couples. The minimum standard de-
duction for single taxpayers was set at more than half that for
married couples filing joint returns because the poverty level for a
single person maintaining a separate household is greater than
one-half that of a couple. A new non-itemizers’ marriage penalty—
for two-earner married couples compared with itwo similar earners
who are not married—was created as a byproduct of the alignment
of the minumum standard deductions with the poverty levels. This
penalty persists in the current tax code, in 1985, two-earner cou-
ples who do not itemize deductions could reduce their taxable
income by $1,240 if they divorce.

Beginning in 1969, the percentage standard deduction and the
minimum standard deduction '’ were raised periodically to keep
the tax-exempt levels of income near the poverty levels, which
were increasing with the price level. By 1971, the minimum stand-
ard deduction was a flat $1,300 for all taxpayers and was no longer
related to the number of exemptions. In 1975, the single taxpayer
and married taxpe(?'er goint-filer) minimum standard deductions
were once again differentiated, and were raised to $1,600 and
$1,900 respectively. Two years later, the standard deduction (effec-
tively a percentage of adjusted gross income with maximum and
minimum levels) was replaced by the ZBA. By 1979, the ZBA was

¥ [nstead ul subtracting ull stemized deductions frum adjusted gross unume as befure, taxpay-
ers choosing to itemize now subtract only itemized deductions in excess of the ZBA.
17 The minimum standard deduction was often called the low income allowaune.
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$2,300 for single taxpayers and 33,400 for married couples filing
joint returns (like the personal eaxemption, it is now indexed to the
Consumer Price Index).

During the 1970s, the benefit ¢. increases in the tax-exempt
levels of income moved toward single taxpayers and childless cou-
ples and away from large families. Between 1970 and 1984, the
ZBA increased approximately 110 percent for single returns and
210 percent for joint returns, while the personal exemption in-
creased only 60 percent.

CuiLp CARE AND HOUSEKEEPING ExPENSES As CosTs oF EARNING
INnCcOME

The base of the income tax is net income; that is, gross income
with a deduction for the costs incurred in earning this income.
Most personal consumption expenditures are not deductible,?® but
it is not always easy to distinguish between costs of earning income
and personal consumption expenditures. One major task for tax
policymakers, therefore, is to decide which expenses are properly
deductible.

There is no unambiguous formula for making these decisions, be-
cause many business expenses also provide personal consumption,
such as country club dues or business lunches. Similarly, many per-
sonal expenditures likely to be made under any conditions are also
necessary for employment, such as expenditures on clothing and
meals away from home.

Expenses for child care are among those that are hard to catego-
rize. While necessary for the employment of some taxpayers, other
taxpayers pay for child care even though only one parent works.
Further, the decision to have a child is like a personal consumption
decision in many ways. The problem for tax policymakers is to
decide which child care expenditures are necessary for earning
income and which are not.

Past legislative responses to this issue have reflected the judg-
ment that child-care expenses are required if single parents and
low-income couples are to support themselves and their children.
The case has been judged less clear for married couples when the
primary wage earner is able to support the family. Until 1954,
child care expenses could not be deducted even if they could be
shown to be necessary for gainful employment. The issue had been
raised many times, but Treasury rulings and Court decisions had
not allowed deductions for these expenses. The Internal Revenue
Code of 1954 created a deduction, but didn’t place it on equal foot-
ing with other expenses of earning income. Instead, the act allowed
an itemized deduction for child care expenses and limited it to
cases where it was felt that child care costs were necessary for sup-
porting the family, The full deduction (up to a $600 annual limit)
was allowed for all single parents and lower-income married par-
ents when both worked. The maximum deductiva for married cou-
ples was reduced as family AGI incr:ased, and the deduction was
further limited to the earnings of the spouse with lower earnings.

'¢ Exceptions are itemized deductions, such as .uterest, state and lowal taxes, medial ex-
penses, and charitable contributions.
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Although these limits targeted the credit toward lower-income
married couples, few of these taxpayers actually benefited from it
because they did not itemize deductions.

In 1963 and 1964, the Congress extended the deduction to women
who had Leen deserted by their husbands (and were treated as
single parents) and to working husbands with wives who were inca-
pacitated or institutionalized (and were subject to the income limi-
tation of other married couples.) The maximum deduction for two
or more dependents was also made higher than for one dependent.

The child-care deduction was substantially expanded in 1971. For
the first time, household service expenses were also deductible.!®
The maximum deduction was increased from $600 per year ($900
for two or more dependents) to $400 per month. For married cou-
ples, the family income limitation was also substantially increased,
and the maximum deduction was reduced by only 50 cents (rather
than a dollar, as before) for each additional dellar of AGI. The de-
duction had clearly become a benefit to middle-income taxpayers.
This trend continued in 1975, when the adjusted gross income {imi-
tation for married couples was approximately doubled. As the de-
duction became more generous, there was concern that it might be
abused by parents paying children or other relatives for child care.
This led to an explicit restriction: payments to relatives did not
qualify for the deduction if a dependent exemption could be
claimed for the care-giver (even if the exemption was not actually
claimed).

In 1976, the child-care deduction was changed to a credit, making
it available to nonitemizers (as well at itemizers) and increasing its
value for many lower-income taxpayers. The new credit was equal
to 20 percent of dependent care expenses necessary for employ-
ment. Maximum expenses eligible for the credit were $2,000 for
one dependent and $4,000 for two or more. However, no credit was
allowed for older dependents or spouses cared for outside the home
because the credit was not intended to apply to costs of institution-
alization of dependents.2® (Household service expenses ceased to be
treated as a cost of earning income at this point.)

After 1976, payments to nondependent relatives could qualify for
the credit if providing child care was employment according to
social security regulations. This requirement was eliminated in
1978, because the Congress felt that care by relatives (in particular
grandparents) was often superior to that provided by others, and
believed that care by relatives could strengthen family ties (Joint
Committee on Taxation, 1979, p. 64).

The credit remained essentially unchanged until 1981, when it
was .acreased and targeted more toward lower-income taxpayers.
The credit was still not allowed for institutional care, but day care
outside the home for an incapacitated spouse or other dependent
cguld qéxalify. Since 1981, there have been only minor changes in
the credit.

19 Household service expenses inuluded the empluyment of a dumestiv helper in the home
even if the employee performed services i additivn tu child care. Payment for the services of a
gardner, bartender, or chauffeur were nut deductible, WJuint Cummittee vn Internal Revenue
Taxation, 1982, p. 58.) )

v Expenses for nstitutivnal care vould be deducted as au temazed deductivn for medial care

eXpenses,
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REDUCED TAXES ON EARNED INCOME

At different times, the income tax code has contained provisions
that reduce taxes on earned income. Reductions have been justified
as a way to compensate for the costs of earning wages and salaries,
since deductions for these costs are not fully allowed (a problem de-
scribed above). Reductions have also been viewed as a way of pro-
viding work incentives and alleviating the burden of taxes for
lower-income taxpayers.

Reduced rates on earned income were proposed in discussions
that preceded The Income Tax Act of 1913 (Blakey and Blakey,
1940, p. 94). Subsequently, a credit for earned income was included
in The Revenue Act of 1924 as part of an overall reduction in ¥
taxes. This provision allowed a tax credit of 25 percent of tax liabil-
ity calculated on the assumption that total income was equal to
earned income; the credit was capped at 25 percent of the taxpay-
er’'s normal tax. This provided assistance to those with low earned
incomes who had other income, since the first $5,000 of taxable
income (regardless of source) was treated as earned income for all
taxpayers. Though only the first $10,000 of earned income was eli-
gible for the credit, the benefits of this provision were not particu-
larly targeted to low-income taxpayers. In fact, the $10,000 limit on
earned income was raised to $20,000 in 1926, and to $30,000 in 1928
(Blakey and Blakey, 1940, pp. 270 and 299). The earned income
credit was discontinued after 1931 because increased revenues were
needed to reduce large deficits (Blakey and Blakey, 1940, p. 332).

A 10 percent credit for earned income was initiated with the
Revenue Act of 1934. The first $3,000 of income from any source
was treated as earned income, and earned income eligible for the
credit was limited to $14,000 (Blakey and Blakey, 1940, p. 363). The
Revenue Act of 1944 repealed the credit in an effort to simplify the
tax and as part of the general tax increase in that year. It was
argued at the time that the complexity that the credit added to the
income tax was not worth the tax savings it gave (Paul, 1954, p.
382). The credit that was repealed proved to be the last earned
income credit intended to reduce taxes for all taxpayers.

Current law allows for an earned income tax credit (EITC), but
this credit differs from the credits of the 1920s to 1940s in both pur
pose and structure. The history of the EITC begins with The Tax
Reduction Act of 1975, in which the EITC was intr.. xced as a tem-
porary provision.

In discussions prior to passage of the EITC, several concerns
were expressed. The EITC was intended to provide a work incea-
tive and to offset the burden of social security payroll taxes on low-
income workers. In addition, it was meant to provide financial as-
sistance to the working poor who had no tax liability. Toward this
aim, the EITC was made refundable. if the credit was laiger than
the taxpayer’s tax liability, the difference was refunded to the tax-
payer in cash. The House version of the EITC reflected these gener-
al concerns, and was also intended to compensate poor [amilies for
rapidly rising food and energy prices. However, the final version of
the EITC was t.rgeted to specific families. the credit was restricted
to families with children. This was done in part to limit the cost of
the credit, but was also an explicit attempt to target work incen-

20

Q



17

tives to families most likely to be on welfare (Joint Committee on
Internal Revenue Taxation, 1975, p. 33).

The credit was structured to be a percentage of a base amount,
with a limit placed on the base. In 1975, the credit was equal to 10
percent of earned income, with a limit on the base of $4,000. Once
family earned income exceeded the base, the credit was reduced
(“‘phased out”) by a fraction of each additional dollar earned. In
1975, the phaseout percentage was 10 percent, so that no credit was
allowed to families with income over $8,000. Eligibility was limited
to wage earners who provided a household for one or more depend-
ent children, with the requitement that the wage earner must be
able to claim the dependent exemption for at least one child.?' Be-
v cause the size of the credit depended on family income, married

couples were required to file a joint return in order to receive the
credit (Committee on Ways and Means, January 1976, pp. 1-2).

The Revenue Adjustment Act of 1975 extended the credit
through 1976, and specified that refunds resulting from the credit
were not to be considered income for purposes of deciding amounts
of welfire benefits the family could receive. At that time, it was
felt that reductions in welfare benefits would counteract tne effects
of the credit on work incentives for the poorest of families.

The Tax Reform Act of 1976 extended the credit through 1977. Tt
also eliminated the requirement that the taxpayer must claim a de-
pendent exemption for a child. Instead, the taxpayer was required
to provide half of the cost of maintaining a household that included
a dependent child. It also extended the credit to taxpayers main-
taining a home (and entitled to a dependent exemption) for an
ﬁlt?)lt disabled dependent (Joint Committe: on Taxation, 1976, p.

The credit was made permanent in 1978, with a number of signif-
icant changes. First, the maximum base of the credit was in-
creased. Second, the income level at which the credit would be
phased out was changed to allow taxpayers $1,000 of income above
the credit base before additional income reduced the credit. This
improved families’ ability to estimate the value of the credit in ad
vance of earning income or collecting income from other sources.

Third, the phaseout percenta%e was increased from 10 percent to
12.5 percent, which increased the tax burden on additional income
for those affected. Fourth, the act made certain forms of nontax-
able income (such as disability payments) eligible for the credit.
This increased the credit for some families, but pushed other fami-
lies above the income levels eligible for the credit. Fifth, eligibility
was extended to taxpayers supporting adult dependent children
even if not disabled or full-time students.?2 Finally, the credit was

. classified as earned income for purpuses of Aid to Families with
Dependent Children and Supplemental Security Income, reversing
earlier treatment of the credit. This reduced welfare benefits and,
incidentally, work incentives for families on welfare, since in some
instances an additional dollar of income could cost a family more

2' In 1975, the EITC required that a dependent child be under the age of 19 or a full time
student. In urder v Jdwm a dependent exemplivn, the laxpayer was tequaed o furnish over
half of the child’s support.

22 Married couf‘les are required to be eligible fur u dependeny exemption for o child, e, pay
over half of the child’s support, not just hnh‘of the household costs.
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than a dollar in reduced welfare benefits, the reduced credit, and
increased income and payroll taxes.

The Deficit Reduction Act of 1984 made the credit somewhat
more generous by increasing the credit percentage, and slightly re-
ducing the phaseout percentage. In 1985, the credit is 11 percent of
the first $5,000 of earned income, and is phased out at a rate of
12% percent of income over $6,500.

Over the years, the credit has provided financial assistance to a
large number of poor families. There have been some unforeseen
effects, however. Many eligible families have not claimed the credit
because they do not file tax returns. The credit has also provided a
marriage penalty that is an incentive for married couples to di-
vorce, since some married couples that do not qualify for the credit
jointly could become eligible for two credits if they divorce and file
as single parents.

Tax CoNSEQUENCES oF DIVORCE

When a couple decides to separate or divorce, their tcx status
changes. Their tax will depend on how they divide the .roperty
from the marriage and on the levels of alimony and child support.
A couple with children must decide who will claim the personal ex-
emption for each dependent, and who will deduct medical expenses
for the child. The legal relationship between parent and child also
affects eligibility for head of household status, the earned income
credit, and the dzpendent care credit. In addition, the tax code
complicates decisions to remarry.

PROPERTY SETTLEMENTS

As discussed above, the principle that equal-income laxp.yers
should pay equal taxes regardiess of their states of residence moti
vated the change to universal joint returns for married couples in
1948. However, this change did not entirely eliminate geographic
differences in taxes paid, until recently, transfers of property be-
tween spouses in common law states could be taxable, since one
spouse realized a capital gain or loss and the other spouse received
income. (This was less an issue in community property states,
where family property is considered to be jointly owned.)

The taxation of property transfers was particularly troublesome
for divorcing couples. The equal division of community property be
tween divorcing spouses was not taxable, since that property was
by definition jointly owned. This was also true of equal divisions of
jointly held property in common law states. However, the equal di-
vision of total family property in common law states was taxable if
it involved a transfer of legal ownership from one spouse to an-
other. Thus, except in rare cases where¢ a couple held joint title to
all family property, divorcing couples in some states were liable for
more taxes than those in other states.

The Deficit Reduction Act of 1984 changed the tax treatment of
transfers of property between married and divorcing couples.
Transfers now receive the same treatment as gifts between spouses
and therefore allow couples to divide property from a marr.age
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without concern that the division will be taxable.2? The act placed
couples in common law states vn equal footing with those in com-
munity property states.

ALIMONY AND CHILD SUPPORT

Current law allows the deduction of alimony by the payer and
treats the payment as income to the recipient. However, this has
not always been the case. The Revenue Act of 1813 did not explicit-

. ly address the tax treatment of alimony and child support. At that
time, only a small percent of Americans paid taxes at all, and rela-
tively few marriages ended in divorce. In 1917 the Supreme Court
rules that alimony payments were not taxable income to the recipi-
ent under the 1913 act. As a result of this ruling the paying spouse
was not allowed a deduction for the payments (Joint Committee on
Taxation, 1984, p. 713).

Federal income tax treatment of alimony changed with the Reve-
nue Act of 1942. This act made alimony payments deductible by
the paying spouse, and taxable to the recipient. Because the payer
was usually in a higher tax bracket than the recipient, this change
reduced the couple’s combined tax payments. This change was ex-
ceptional during the period when tax burdens on most Americans
were increasing rapidly. At the time, the payment of alimony out
of after-tax income was seen as an undue hardship that was grow-
ing as tax rates increased (Paul, 1954, p. 298). This change in-
creased taxes for some recipients, but recipients living only on ali-
mony often had incomes well below the taxable income threshold.

In 1942, it didn't matter whether the deduction for alimony was
an itemized (personal) deduction or an adjustment to income like a
business expense. because there was no standard deduction, the
effect of both types of deduction were the same. This changed in
1944, when the standard deduction was introduced. From 1944
until 1976, alimony payments were treated as personal expenses
like home mortgage interest: they were deductible only by those
who itemized deductions. In 1976, alimony became an adjustment
to income for the payer, which made the deduction available to
those who use the standard deduction. There was, however, no cor-
responding change in the taxation of alimony to recipients.

The original decision of the Congress to make alimony an item-
ized deduction rather than an adjustment to income reflected the
judgment that alimony was not a payment for services. This quali-
fication meant that recipients of alimony at that time were denied
the benefits of the earned income credit (except to the extent that
the first $3,000 of income from all sources was presumed to be
. earned income). After this credit was repealed, in 1944, the ques-
tion of the classification of alimony as earned income did not
become important again until 1974, when Individual Retirement
Accounts IRAs) were established. An adjustment to income was al-
lowed for contribution to an IRA, limited to a fraction of earned
income. Alimony did not iacrease this limit. Likewise, when the
earned income credit was created in 1975, alimony was not treated
| 23 Since the Ecunvmu. Recovery Tux Au of 1081, gifts between spouses have nut been subject
‘ to gift taxes.
|
|
|
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as earned income eligible for the credit, though it reduced the
value of the credit like any other type of income. The Deficit Re-
duction Act of 1984 classified alimony as earned income (compensa-
tion) for purposes of the IRA limitation, but not for the earned
income credit.

Unlike alimony payments, child support payments have never
been deductible to the payer or includible in the taxable income of
the recipient. If the paying spouse is in a higher tax bracket than
the recipient, the couple’s total tax liability can be reduced by
structuring the support agreement to include larger alimony pay-
ments and smaller child support payments. A couple can cooperate
to reduce their combined taxes and split the benefits between
them. However, the incentive to do this is limited by the distinc-
tion that alimony stops with remarriage while child support does
not.

Divorcing couples can also avoid tax if they disguise payments
that are really property settlements a. alimony, since the paying
spouse can then deduct large lump-sum payments. To prevent this
tax avoidance, the law until recently required that the payment
must be “periodic.” The Deficit Reduction Act of 1984 more clearly
defines the circumstances under which payments from a divorced
spouse are taxed as alimony, child support or property settlements.

WHO GETS CUSTODY OF THE TAX BREAKS

Many provisions of the tax code apply only to parents. For exam-
ple, dependency exemptions, the deduction of a child's medical ex-
penses, the assignment of the parent to single or head-of-household
rates, and elgibility for the earned income and dependent care
credits all depend on whether the taxpayer is supporting a child.

A separated or divorced couple must determine who will claim
the child for purposes of these provisions. The parent with custody
may not be able to benefit from these because of low taxable
income, and might not actually pay the bulk of the costs of sup-
porting the child. In 1967, rules were established for determining
which divorced parent could claim the personal exemption for a de-
pendent child. The parent with custody could normally claim the
exemption, but a noncustodial parent who contributed at least $600
for the support of the child could claim the exemption if the parent
with custody agreed i\ ‘his in writing. Without such an agreement,
the noncustodial parent who contributed $1,200 for one or more
children could claim the exemption unless the custodial parent
proved that he or she had contributed more than $1,200. The
burden of proof was on the custodial parent (Joint Committee on
Taxation, 1984, pp. T17-718).

The Deficit Reduction Act of 1984 revised the 1967 rules so that
the custodial parent is presumed to be entitled to the dependent ex-
emption unless he or she agrees to allow the other parent claim it.
Waiving the claim on the dependency exemption does not disquali-
fy the custodial parent from filing as a head of household, or from
taking the earned income and dependent care credits. Under the
act, both parents may deduct medical expenses that they pay for
the child—for this provision, the child is considered to be a depend-
ent of both parents. These new rules protect the claim of the custo-
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dial parent on the dependent exemption, but alsv reduce the cost if
the parent waives the claim.

REMARRIAGE

The federal income tax contains several provisions that can
make remarriage costly for taxpayers. A notable example is the
one-time exclusion of capital gains on a home, established in 1964.
The law allowed taxpayers over age 65 to exclude from tax up to
$20,000 of the capital gain on a home. At first, this provision did
not complicate remarriage for many taxpayers, since relatively few
taxpayers divorced and remarried after age 65. In 1978, when the
age was lowered to 55 and exclusion increased to $100,000, far more
taxpayers were affected. A married couple may take the exclusion
once one spouse turns age 55. Thus, a younger spouse may benefit
from this exclusion even before age 53. If the couple then divorces,
remarriage to a taxpayer who has not yet taken the exclusion
would deprive the new spouse of the exclusion altogether (if the
couple files jointly), or of a portion of the exclusion (if they file sep-
arately). The limit on the exclusion for a separate return is half of
that for either a joint return or the return of a single person.

CoNcLUSION

From 1913 through World War II (with only a few periods as ex-
ceptions), the federal income tax was adapted to a growing need for
revenues. As more people become taxpayers and tax rates rose, pro-
visions of the income tax were revised and revised again to mini-
mize inefficiencies and reflect views about fairness. Beginning in
the 1960s, more married women, especially married women with
children, began to work outside the home. Divorce became more
common. Revisions in the tax code in response to such changes
have been incomplete, slow in coming, and often uncoordinated.

Women and families are affected by the federal income tax
mostly because they constitute a majority of taxpayers, but also
importantly because they play sume special roles in society (such as
being second-earners and providers of child care) while contribut-
ng airectly and substantially tv nativnal income. Increasingly as
heads of househulds and as second earners in two-earner families,
women face higuer effective tax rates on their income after em-
ployment-related expenses than their unmarried counterparts, es-
pecially thuse without dependents. While further revisions in the
income tax must encompass many pProvisions not mentivned here,
the necessary trade-offs between equity, efficiency, and simplicity
will be the same.
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THE TAX TREATMENT OFSI%%EJSEHOLDS OF DIFFERENT

Eugene Steuerle**

Perhaps no change in the nation’s tax laws has been more signif-
icant yet less recognized than the shift since the late 1940s in the
relative tax burdens of households of different size. For both single
and married persons with dependents, the tax burden has grown
dramatically relative to households without dependents, whether
measured by dollars or by average tax rates. Even the much her-
alded “marriage penalty” resulted less from an actual shift in rela-
tive tax burdens—singles received a tax reduction of only about
$240 million in 1971 when income splitting was abandoned—than
from the recognition by twe-earner couples that they were not re-
ceiving the same tax treatment on a per-earner basis as were
single individuals and unmarried couples.!

This shift in the tax burden of households of different size came
about in subtle ways, without, as far as I can determine, any ex-
plicit debate by policy makers about the shift or even about wheth-
er it was intended. The shift occurred primarily because of a pas-
sive public policy toward dependents of taxpayers. personal exemp-
tions were kept relatively constant while incomes of taxpayers in-
creased substantially.

Perhaps one reason for this passivity has been the decline in av-
erage household size over recent decades. Certainly the rapid in-
crease in the number of one- and two-person households would
make less controversial the increased relative tax burdens of
households with three or more members. Another factor may have
been the lack of agreement on the proper tax policy regarding de-
pendents. Although numerous theories are espoused, they often
produce contradictory results. In examining these various theories,
I conclude that there is more than a reasonable basis for granting
tax allowances on the basis of household size and that these allow-
ances are appropriate at all income levels. I tend to prefer exemp-
tions over credits and find partial income splitting to be as justified
for dependents as for spouses. But those views are less strongly
held than my belief that, whatever the type of tax allowances, it
should be large enough to compensate adequately for most differ-
ences in ability to pay, at least between households with depend-
ents and households-without dependents.

* From "Taxing the Family,” American Enterprise For Public Policy Rerearch, 1953

** Office of Tax Analysis, Department of the Treasury

I am grateful to Harvey Calper, Grahum Pattersun, Emul Sunley, and Ene Toder fur helpful
comments and distussivtis. The views «xpresseu are thuse ol e authut and do uut reflec Treas
ury policy

! Footnotes »i end of article
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CHANGES IN FAMILY ALLOWANCES, 1948-84

The principal means by which the Tax Code adjusts for family
size is through the personal exemption. The personal exemption
currently is $1,000 and is scheduled to stay at that level until 1985,
when it will be indexed for inflation. In 1948, however, the person-
al exemption was $600. If the personal exemption had been indexed
for income growth since 1948—in other words, if the exemption
were to offset the same percentage of per capita personal income
today as it did in 1948—then it would equal $4,600 in 1981 and rise
to about $5,600 in 1984.

By almost any measure, this decline in the personal exemption
has been the largest single change in the income tax in the post-
war era. Exemption on taxable returns originally reduced the tax
base by about 24 percent of total personal income during each year
of the period from 1948 to 1945; today, the reduction is only about 8
percent. Even those numbers understate the magnitude of the de-
crease because exemptions formerly excepted large portions of per-
sonal income for nontaxable households as well.? Indeed, the in-
crease in the tax base due to the decline in the personal exemption,
and the accompanying decline in adjusted gross income [AGI] of
nontaxable individuals, completely offsets the much more widely
recognized decline in the tax base from all other sources. increase
in net exclusions from AG], itemizations, standard deductions, and
credits.®

Changes in two other major tax provisions have had much small-
er, although significant, effects on the distribution of tax burdens
among households of different size. First, tax rate schedules have
been altered. Prior to 1948, there was only one rate scheduled for
married persons, heads of households, and single persons, if both
spouses had incomes, however, they could file separate returns.
Income splitting was available only in community property states.
In 1948, income splitting was made universal for married persons,
and in 1969 the rates for singles were lowered, thereby reducing
the “single penalty” and increasing the “married penalty.” For
1982 and thereafter, married couples will be allowed a partial de-
duction for the earnings of the spouse with lower earnings.

Second, there have been frequent changes in the zero bracket
amount [ZBA] or standard deduction. Currently, the ZBA differs
between joint returns on the one hand and the returns of singles
and heads of households on the other. Like the tax rate schedules,
there has never been an adjustment in the maxinium amount of
standard deduction or ZBA according to the number of dependents,
whether cared for by married persuns or single persons as heads of
households. Thus, whenever family size adjustments are made
through the ZBA, they tend to allow no reduction in tax liability
for dependents.?

Although the standard deduction or ZBA was increased many
times, especially in the 1970s, it offsets only a slightly larger por-
tion of personal income than it did in the early 1950s. Standard de-
ductions on taxable returns equaled about 4.5 percent of personal
income during each year of the period, 1947 to 1953, fell to about
2.6 percent by 1963, rose to a maximum of 7.3 percent in 1977, fell
again to about 5.4 percent by 1981, and under current law will fall

~
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continually relative to income after 1981, although at a reduced
rate after indexing is introduced in 1985.

Tables 1 and 2 demonstrate the net result of changes in exemp-
tions, tax rates, and ZBAs (or standard deductions) on the tax bur-
dens of households of different household size. Table 1 compares
taxes for households with incomes equal to median family income,
assuming that a constant percent of income represents itemizable
expenses. During the period from 1948 to 1981, and extrapolating
to 1984, the tax burden of singles grows at a slightly lower rate
than the tax burdens of joint returns with no dependents. As a per-
cent of total income, however, the increase in tax burden for both
is just under 5 percent. For households with dependents the change
is much more dramatic. For joint returns and heads of households
with two to four dependents, the increase over the same period
ranges between 8.3 percent and 10.1 percent of income. Indeed, in
1948 most of these households paid no tax at all.

These changes in relative tax burdens are persistent throughout
the whole period, 1948-1984. For instance, single persons and mar-
ried couples with no dependents are scheduled to face essentially
the same average tax rates in 1984 as they did in 1960. For house-
holds with dependents, however, average rates rise dramatically
over the same period. A couple with two dependents has an in-
crease of about 43 percent (from 6.9 percent to 9.9 percent) in its
average tax rate, while for a couple with four dependents the in-
crease equals 223 percent (from 2.6 percent to 8.4 percent).

In table 1 it is assumed that all households have incomes equal
to median family income and that they itemize their deductions. A
similar shift in relative tax burdens shows up at other income
levels as well. Table 2 shows the shifts by household size in the
minimum levels of income for which taxpayers owe any tax liabil-
ity at all. These tax-exempt ievels of income are determined by the
standard deduction or ZBA and the personal exemption.5




TABLE 1.—TAXES FOR HOUSEHOLDS WITH MEDIAN FAMILY INCOME, BY FILING STATUS AND NUMBER OF DEPENDENTS, 1948-84

Sirgle Jont Head of household
0 dependents 2 dependents 4 dependents 2 dependents 4 gependents
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nome oo $000Me Ingne 00T

Year:
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TABLE 2.—TAX-EXEMPT LEVELS OF INCOME BY FILING STATUS AND NUMBER OF DEPENDENTS,

1948-84
{Amounts i do-lars)
Per capity Jot Head of housshe'd
personal Single o - S
ngome 0 dependents 2 dopendents & dopendents 2 Gependents & dependents
Year
1948, - 1425 667 1333 2.667 4,000 2.000 3333
1954 . 1.783 667 1333 2667 4,000 2.000 3333
1960 . R 226 667 1333 2,667 4,000 2000 3333
1966 . 299 900 1.600 3.000 4,400 2300 3.700
vz, .. . 4,55 2050 2,800 4300 5,800 3550 5050
1978.... . 781 3.200 5.0 1.200 9,200 5200 1.200
1981... 19.900 3.300 5400 1400 9,400 5300 7,300
1984, P 13,208 3,300 5,400 1400 9,400 5300 7.300
Pescentage change
1948-84 ... .. . +827 +395 4305 +117 +135 +165 +119

Vro consistency. pes Laptd persondl icume foi {981 and 1954 were projected tu mwrease df the same sate as medgn income in fable |

Souve—Fe. pet capita pessonal inome —U o Buredu of Leonoma, AMS T Aslionids imome 2 Prodind Aints o e Jinted Sta'es, Survey of
Current Business.

Although the ZBA in the rear future will reduce the tax base by
about the same percent of personal income as at the beginning of
the 1950s, its general use in setting tax-exempt levels of income is
partly responsible for the shift in tax burdens among households of
different size. Tax-exempt levels of income for families of four have
been kept just about at the official poverty level throughout most
of the postwar period.®

In the Revenue Act of 1964, Congress explicitly acknowledged the
intention of establishing a tax-free level of income approximating
the poverty level. The method it adopted at that time and since
then, however, was to increase the minimum standard deduction,
but not the personal exemption.” Increases in the amounts of
standard deduction are the same for couples with and with. it de-
pendents, while increases in exemption levels are worth more to
couples with dependents. Thus, tax-exempt levels for hoaseholds
without dependents have been moving closer and closer to tax-
exempt levels for households with dependents.

Another influence on the relative tax burden of families of differ-
ent size, at least from 1964 to the late 1970s, was the way in which
the official poverty level was adjusted from year to year. Official
poverty levels are redetermined each year by multiplying the pre-
vious year's poverty level by the percentage change in the con-
sumer price index [CIP] between the two years. Incomes, however,
have increased faster than prices. As long as Congress connects the
use of the exeinptivn and standard deduction to a price-indexed
poverty level, their combined importance must continue to decline
relative to income. When the dependency exemption declines rela-
tive to income, as noted before, the tax burdens of larger house-
holds move closer to those of smaller households.

There are several reasons why the standard deduction was fa-
vored over the exemption. Increasing the standard deductivn was a
cheaper means of raising tax-exempt levels, such increases were of
no benefit to taxpayers who continued to itemize. Moreover, in-
creases in the standard deduction supposedly simplified the Tax
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Code by limiting the number of those who itemize. Finally, since
exemptions for taxpayers and dependents were linked to exemp-
tions for the aged, Congress may have been reluctant to increase
tax-exempt levels for the aged at a time when their tax-exempt
income from social security was increasing rapidly.

Whatever the public policy intent, tax-exempt levels of income
rose much more slowly than income for all household sizes. For a
family of four, for instance, the tax-exempt level in 1954 was about
one and one-half times per capita personal income in the economy
(see table 2). For 1981 the situation is reversed, and per capita per-
sonal income is about one and one-half times the tax-exempt level
of income. Single persons had increases in tax-exempt levels great-
er than those that applied to joint returns with no dependents, but
the difference was not nearly as great as between returns without
dependents and those with dependents. Joint returns with no de-
pendents, for instance, have increases in tax-exempt levels of 305
percent between 1948 and 1984; for joint returns with two depend-
ents, the corresponding number is only 177 percent. For joint re-
turns with more than two dependents, and for heads of households
with dependents, the increases are even smaller. !

These changes in tax-exempt levels, of course, refer only to
income subject to taxation. As noted above, increases in exclusions
for certain types of income have partially offset the decline in the
exemption. In particular, income-conditioned transfers and social
security income usually are excludable from taxation. Since most
social security income is received by households without depend-
ents, its exclusica also tends to favor smaller households relative to
larger ones. On the other hand, food stamps and aid to families
with dependent children are conditioned upon size of household.
For households receiving these transfers, the effective tax-exempt
level for economic income will vary with size of household more
than on the basis of adjusted gross income. Nonetheless, most
households receiving income-cunditioned transfers have economic
income (AGI plus excludable ‘ncome) which does not exceed tax-
exempt levels.8

THEORIES OF EQUITY AND INCENTIVES

There are a number of theories and considerations that influence
tax policy regarding households of different size. Although there is
some overlap, 1 have combined these considerations into two
groups. The first group involves theories of equity which fall broad-
ly into one of two categories. family assistance and ability to pay.
Related closely to the theory of ability to pay are issues that are
often ignored, yet may be inplicit in the choice of type and size of
tax allowance. These issues include the taxation of transfers, the
investment or consumption nature of expenditures for dependents,
and, finally, comparisons of intertemporal tax burdens over the life
cycle. The second group of theories deals with incentive questions.
the effect of taxes on the supply of work, on savings and invest-
ment, on population growth, and on the amount of dependent care
provided. This group will be treated in a later section.

These theories or considerations often produce reasonable but
conflicting results. I have therefore attempted, while reflecting my

3.'3;
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own preferences, to present this material in a comprehensive
framework that will relate and balance these conflicting consider-
ations.

Family assistance

According to this theory, an allowance for dependents is designed
to ensure some minimum level of well-being for each dependent.
The theory generally extends beyond taxpayers to nontaxpayers as
well, and the minimum level of well-being is implicitly set by the
maximum cash grant or tax credit available per child. The theory
calls for a credit or grant based on family size, although the allow-
ance may phase out as income rises.? If a tax credit is provided by
the tax system, while a grant is used in the welfare system, the two
systems may not mesh well, especially for those households that
are in both systems at the same time. A common goal of welfare
reform effort is to bring the two systems together in some logical
fashion, such as replacing the personal exemption with a per capita
credit integrated through both the welfare and tax system.

While the use of a credit is perhaps most appropriate under a
family assistance theory, at various times substitution of a personal
credit for the personal exemption has been proposed as a means to
increase the progressivity of the tax system. It is often asserted
that a credit is more progressive because the value of the exemp-
tion increases as marginal tax rates increase. In general, this argu-
ment is fallacious. Given any family size, exemption level, and rate
structure, it is possible to design a credit and alternative rate
structure that will give exactly the same level of progression, 19
Thus, the choice between a credit and an exemption, except under
the constraint of a fixed rate structure, is not one of progression at
all. It is primarily a question of how, at any given pretax income
level, adjustments for tax liability should vary according to family
size Credits, for instance, will grant equal relief for each additional
dependent. Exemptions will grant lesser relief as the number of de-
gendlsnttsslilncrease and the taxpayer moves to lower marginal rate

rackets.

Ability to pay

The traditicnal ability-to-pay argument assumes that families
are the appropriate unit of taxation. If ability is to be measured by
income, but only after some adjustment is made for subsistence
costs, however defined, then the tax base will equal income over
and above these subsistence costs.!? As noted above, this was essen-
tially the theory that was followed in setting exemptions and
standard deductions from the mid-1960s through the late 1970s. Of-
ficial poverty level budgets were equated with subsistence levels,
and positive tax rates began at income levels above poverty levels,
at least for smaller families.

The poverty level budget attempts to measure “equivalent”
standards of living for different size families. By taking into ac-
count economies of scale, externalities of consumption, or the
“public” or “club” nature of goods used by the household, it is de-
termined that the incremental amount of income necessary to sup-
port an additional household member generally declines as house-
hold size increases.!3
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The Tax Code, however, adopts an “equivalency scale” only at
tax-exemption levels of income. At higher standards of living, a
comparable equivalency scale would require greater absolute
income differentials for similar increases in household size. For in-
stance, suppose that a couple is living at the poverty level, and
$1,000 of additional income would be required to maintain a pover-
ty level of consumption if a dependent is added to the family. Then
the standard of living available to a couple living at the poverty
level and a couple with a child is exactly the same if the latter has
$1,000 more income than the former. If, however, other families
generally provide their dependents with more than poverty levels
of consumption, then a $1,000 exemption is inadequate to adjust for
family size at most levels of income. Such considerations led A.C.
Pigou to argue that dependent deductions should increase with
income. 4

Let us refine the rule under which horizontal equity is applied to
the tax system under the ability-to-pay principle. It is sometimes
statea that those with equal incomes, after adjustmeat for house-
hold size, should pay equal tax. This is somewhat misleading. At its
root, ability to pay calls for equal sacrifice (total, as well as margin-
al) among equals, not equal tax. A better statement of the rule
would be as follows: households with equal before-tax ability to
maintain a standard of living should have an equal after-tax abili-
ty.
An example will demonstrate how this rule can be applied to the
issue of taxation according to size of household. Suppose that a
family of three needs an income level equal to 125 percent cf the
income of a family of two in order to have an equal ability to main-
tain the same standard of living. If a family of two has $20,000 of
before-tax income, and a family of three has $25,000, the rule does
not imply that both families should pay the same amount of tax.
On the contrary, if the family of two pays $4,000 in taxes, then the
family of three needs to pay $5,000 in taxes in order that both fam-
ilies have after-tax incomes which will allow them to maintain the
same standard of living.

This logic strongly supports the case for income splitting among
household members. If there are economies of scale in the house-
hold, however, each household member should not be granted the
same exemption level, zero bracket amount, and other bracket
widths. Instead, a type of income averaging is called for.15 For in-
stance, in the above example, a third family member would be at-
tributed one-fifth of total family income, but that additional one-
fifth would be taxed at the same average rate as applied to the re-
mainung four-fifths of family income (the remaining four-fifths
would be taxed as if it were earned by the twc?)erson family).

Three observations are appropriate here. First, an equivalency
scale, if it could be derived, may not require the same degree of
income splitting at all income levels. At very high income levels,
for instance, the addition of a family member may require a much
smaller additional fraction of income to support the same standard
of living. Vickrey, for instance, argues that “the presumption that
dependents share in the family resources in some proportion to
needs becomes weaker as the income increases.”'® Second, the
issue of income splitting is not one of progression, any degree of
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progression can be reached by adjusting the rate schedule. The
question is whether those with before-tax incomes sufficient to
maintain equal standards of living should have after-tax incomes
sufficient to maintain equal standards. Without splitting, house
holds with dependents would have lower after-tax abilities even
though they had before-tax abilities equal to those of households
without dependents.!” Third, this principle can be applied equally
well to a progressive consumption tax as to a progressive income
tax. An income tax taxes the ability to maintain a given standard
of living, while a consumption tax taxes the standard of living
itself. Nonetheless, the notion of income equivalency is not too dif-
ferent from a notion of consumption equivalency, and splitting
would be equally applicable to both types of taxes.

If there are economies of scale, the ability-to-pay argument may
also be used to justify smaller allowances or exemptions as house-
hold size increases. On equity grounds, smaller allowances would
be required if smaller increments of income are needed to maintain
a given standard of living as family size increases. From an effi-
ciency standpoint, however, the argument can be stood on its head
and used to justify increasing allowances as family size increases.
Economies of scale imply that many consumption goods used
within the household are in the nature of “public” or ‘“club’ goods
for the household public, or, more narrowly, goods for which there
are positive externalities within a close physical environment.
Since more persons may share in the consumption of a good in a
larger household, aggregate consumption may actually be increased
by making transfers from smaller families to larger families. If one
accepts the notion of an income equivalency scale such as in the
poverty budget, then less income per persun is needed to provide a
given level of consumption in larger families. Yaakov Kondor
argues that transfers to larger families are especially appropriate
even when there is already equality in the sense of equal “‘it come
per equivalent adult” of each family (that is, when families of dif-
ferent sizes are considered equally well off after adjusting for
family size, composition, etc.).!® For the same cost, more people can
enjoy the good being consumed, and thus welfare may be increased.

Related theories and considerations

Three issues are closely related to the theory of ability to pay.

The taxation of transfers.—One difficulty in applying ability-to-
pay arguments to tax treatment of households i1s that income is
transferred to dependents. There are a few areas of tax law on
which there is less agreement than transfers.

If income is perceived only as rewards to factors of production,
then transfers are not income to recipients. In arguing against
income splitting for spouses, for instance, Moerschbaecher states
that “the Internal Revenue Code is premised on the taxation of the
entity earning the income, and that the concept of sharing of
income . .. is simply not the theory on which our entire income tax
system is based.” '* On the other hand, if income is to be taxed to
the person ‘“enjoying” or consuming the income, then it is the
transferee, not the transferor, who should be taxed. Michael McIn-
tyre and Oliver Oldman, for instance, argue that family income
spent or saved by the parents for the benefit of their child:en is
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properly taxable to the children.2® In any case, if transfers are
taxed to recipients, while donors are taxed on income which is
transferred, then some income would appear to be taxed twice. If
both a donor and a recipient have the ability to use income as they
wish, however, then both have an increased ability to pay resulting
from the transferred “income”—after all, over time both could
have consumed the income if they wished.

Current law is ambiguous as to which of these views is correct
and has adopted no consistent treatment of transfers. Income is
generally taxed to the earner because administratively it is diffi-
cult to measure who consumes the income. Tax brackets for joint
returns, however, are widened relative to single returns, thus al-
lowing some couples to treat a portion of the income as being
transferred between them. In the case of alimony, payments are de-
ductible to the transferor but taxable to the recipient. Child sup-
port payments, however, are viewed as similar to obligations of
parents living with their children and, thus, neither taxable to the
children nor deductible to the transferor. In the case of large trans-
fers of wealth, some of the transfers may be taxable under the
estate and gift tax, even though the income generating the transfer
may first have been taxed under the income tax.2?

When transfers are deemed to be charitable, they receive espe-
cially favorable treatment, if the donor itemizes deductions, the
income generating w.e transfer is taxable neither to the donor nor
the recipient. Various special rules attempt to prevent ‘“personal”
transfers from being deductible, for instance, one can give deducti-
ble contributions to the poor through a legally exempt organization
but not directly. Although deductions are alﬁ)wed only for certain
“social” purposes, the distinction between eligible and ineligible or-
ganizations seems to be based not so much on need—a visitor to a
museum, a college student, or a member of a church is probably no
more needy than the average person--as on the remoteness of the
transferor from the transferee. From an administrative viewpoint,
this makes sense, as it is almost impossible to monitor personal
trar.iers. The limitation is also attributable, I believe, to a percep-
ticn that incentives for giving are not necessary for persons close to
us or for small groups with closed memberships. Incentives, howey-
er, are needed to generate giving to persous remote from us and to
large organizations which offer their services freely to all.22

There is no easy resolution of this debate. One general rule
seems to be that transfers are deductible to the transferor if these
transfers are for purposes desired or expected by society, for exam
ple, charitable transfers, transfers to spouses, and some amount of
transfers to dependents. Still, the code Is not consistent in its treat-
ment of transfers. Complicating the :ssuc further is that in the case
of intrafamily trausfers, it is generally impossible to know the
exact amount of income transferred, so that, even if the transferee
is to be taxed, one must resort to devices such as e.2mptions and
income splitting as approximations. Moreover, capital income and
sume self-empluyn.ent income is already easily redistributed among
family members so as to minimize tax burdens, while wage and
salary income cannot be redistributed at all, thus, more than com-
plete income splitting is available for capital income,?? while no
splitting at all is allowed for wage income. Finally, personal exemp-
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tions can be taken by children against their own income at the
same time that the parents claim dependency exemptions. This
?oubzlf exemption violates all theories of the taxation of trans-
ers.

Dependents as consumption and investment.—Related closely to
the question of transfers is the correct labeling of the services pro-
vided to dependents, in particular, children. Do these services indi-
cate consumption by the providers, consumption by the dependents,
or investment in the dependents? Although I recognize the extreme
limitations of applying such economic labels to activities that are
often better analyzed and understood from a social perspective, the
tax treatment of any transaction is dependent upon the economic
label given it, so the label may as well be accurate.

The trend in recent years toward equalization of tax burdens re-
gardless of number of dependents implicitly reflects the view that
the raising of children is primarily a consumption good to the pro-
viders. Typical of this belief is the statement by Henry Simons, “It
would be hard to maintain that the raising of children is not a
form of consumption on the part of parents."2% Accordingly, par-
ents should be granted no tax relief for a type of consumption that
they choose to enjoy. Related to this view is the premise that the
services of a homemaker are provided primarily to the homemaker
or to the homemaker's spuuse, rather than to dependents such as
children. Thus, many authors regard as inequitable the nontaxa-
tion of goods provided in the home.

If, however, most of the services are not provided to the home-
maker, bul represent income or consumption of the dependents,
then we should be less bothered if the provider of the services is
not taxed on the recipient's income. Moreover, if the recipient’s
total income is less than some reasonable tax-exempt level of
income, then noataxation of both homemaker and dependent may
indeed be an appropriate solution. As for actual cash outlays for
the recipient, they also should be taxed at the marginal rate rele-
vant to his standard of living rather than at the higher marginal
rate that would apply if such expenditures were treated as con-
sumption of the providers. Thus, income splitting would be appro-
priate for such expenditures.

In the case of children, many of the services provided by the
caretaker and the gouds transferred by the original earner of the
incume may not even be consumption. A society which uses such
phrases as “investment in our youth” is one which believes, rightl
or wrongly, that many expenditures of money and time on depend-
ents are investment, not consumption.

The Tax Code treats investment in physical assets as eligible for
investment credits. Moreover, future flows of cash from investment
are not all taxed, through capital cost recovery or depreciation al-
lowances, the entire investment can be recovered without taxation
(indeed, some have argued that capital cost recovery provisions
yield an effective rate of taxation of income from depreciable assets
that may be negative).

In the case of investment in human capital, the tax treatment is
different again. Many educational goods and services are provided
free to individuals. The income devoted to that investment is de-
ducted by the charitable giver, the property taxpayer, and indirect-
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ly by the student and parent who “pay” for these services through
forgone earnings.?® By the same token, the value of the investment
is not “recovered” over the life of the investment. Cash wages of an
individual are not only a return on human capital, but also a de-
preciation of the capital. Therefore, the deduction of the cost of
educational services may compensate for the nondepreciation of
the human capital (indeed, it is equivalent to expensing of the in-
vestment). In the case of educational services provided through
cash payments from private, noncharitable sources, however, no de-
duction is allowed for the expense, and no depreciation is taken
over the life of the recipient.

If the care of children is investment in human capital, neutrality
as well as equity would argue for tax treatment similar to that pro-
vided for other investments. Obviously, since there are different
treatments of different types of investment, several comparisons
could be made. Under any comparison, it would not be unreason-
able to allow some deduction for the expense of investment in both
cash outlays and the forgone earnings of caretakers. To the extent
that the investment results in a later increase in the wage income
of the dependent, the deduction is especially warranted because, as
noted above, no depreciation is allowed against future wage re-
ceipts even though those receipts include a return of capital as well
as income from the capital.2?

One can carry this argument to &n extreme. As Harold Groves
states, were one to argue that “‘consumption outlays . . . are a cost
of maintaining the labor supply, one could easily stretch this doc-
trine to exclude all income from the tax base.” 28 A balanced posi-
tion, it seems to me, would be that some portion of the services and
goods provided to children, especially those which are educational,
gould reasonably be classified as investment and therefore deducti-

le.

The life-cycle distribution of tax burdens.—Many persons view
the choice of tax allowances for dependents only on the basis of
within-period differences in ability to pay between households with
and without dependents. There is a danger, however, in comparing
the tax burdens of different households &t only one point in time
rather than over a life cycle. The proper treatment of dependents
is as much a question of the intertemporal distribution of tax bur-
dens for each person as one of the distribution among persons in
households of different size. At one point in our lives practically all
of us are dependents in a household, and at other points in our
lives most of us care for dependent children or parents. Even if all
of us came from households of equal size and had an equal number
of dependents, we still might want 2 tax system that takes account
of differences in ability to pay according to periods in which we be-
longed to households with dependent children. Disregarding prob-
lems of transition to a new tax system for taxpaye:o who have al-
ready lived a good part of their lives under a given tax system, the
choice of tax allowances for dependents is in large part a decision
as to the distribution over time of our own lifetime tax burdens.
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INCENTIVE THEORIES

Incentives to work, save, and invest

From the standpoint of incentives to work, save, and invest, the
tax allowance ‘or dependents with the greatest incentive effect
would be to al'ow some form of income splitting. Increases in per-
sonal exemptions and credits reduce the tax base by setting aside a
certain amount of income to be taxed at a zero rate. Under a fixed
revenue constraint, providing tax allowances for dependents by in-
creasing dependency exemptions or credits results in an increase in
the average rate of tax on the remaining tax base and may there-
fore resull in an increase in average marginal rates as well.2?

This argument can be carried only so far. As long as other
changes may be made in the tax laws, increased exemptions and
credits can also be used in connection with policies that favor lower
average marginal rates. For instance, the rate schedule that ap-
plies to the taxable base itself can be made more proportional. De-
pendency exemptions can also be separated from other personal ex-
emptions. It should also be noted that an exemption provides a
greater lowering of average marginal tax rates in the population
than does a reduction of the lowest rates in a progressive rate
schedule. The latter change is equivalent to a flat credit for all per-
sons with marginal rates above the lowest rates, while exemptions
lower taxable income and therefore reduce the marginal tax rate of
some persons at all income levels.

Population policy

According to one theory, any adjustment for family size lowers
the tax burden of the family and is therefore an incentive to have
children. Mirrlees “supposels] that most orthodox economists would
take this view, that excessive population makes the environment
unpleasant, and that parents should choose family size under the
constraint of paying for these external diseconomies.” 3°

While I find extreme the view that the marginal value to society
of uny child (or any adult, for that matter) is negative, there seems
to me to be little justification in tying tax allowances for depend-
ents to a population policy, no matter what the goals of that policy.
The tax system is not well designed for population measures. In
truth, the system can affect the actual decision to have children
only by punishing or rewarding the caring for dependents after
they are born. Zero or low allowances for Child dependents would
likelelly imply low allowances for elderly and disabled dependents as
well.

Actually, tax allowances for children, even if fully adjusted for
ability to pay, would still be a fairly small percentage of income.
Yor instance, a dependency exemption of $1,000 increases the after-
tax income of a median income family by only about 1.1 percent in
1981. Changes in these tax allowances are therefore likely to have
only small effects on the net cost of raising children. Much more
significant in affecting the net cost of raising children have been
other institutional changes, such as the development of reliable
public and private retirement systems. In some societies, children
are expected to support parents in their old age, this makes the net
individual cost of bearing children much lower than in a society
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where the children provide such support through publid rather
than private support, or parents provide for their own retirement.

Finally, it should be noted that if tax allowances for dependents
do have strong incentive effects, and if the cost of caring for de-
pendents is considered to increase with income (for example,
higher income individuals would provide more education and hous-
ing to their offspring), then almost any design of dependent allow-
ance other than partial income splitting is likely to create perverse
effects across income classes by offsetting the cost of childbearing
and care of elderly parents more for one class than another. A
similar observation regarding differences between welfare allow-
ances and tax allowances has been made by Gerard Brannon and
Elliott Morss.?!

Incentives for caring for dependents

Dependents are by nature individuals who must rely on others
for some ur most of their care. Society as a whole recognizes an ob-
ligation to care for these individuals, although it accomplishes this
care primarily through the family. In cases in which the family
cannot provide, alternative sources of income are made available
either through welfare or social security. In starkest terms, societal
programs today are based primarily upon the assumpt.ion that care
of dependents is inelastic with resnect t~ both price and income (at
least at incomes above welfare levels). Thus, not only are tax allow-
ances for dependents limited, but family assistance payments are
available only for dependents in poor families, and charitable
transfers usually are deductible only when made tv remute or large
groups.

If society instead were to care for all dependents through govern-
ment programs, the revenue cost—and related efficiency cost—
would be staggering. Relying on the family is therefore a funda-
mentally sound and efficient approach. Nonetheless, 1 think it
would be a mistake to pass over this issue without at least noting
that if there is some elasticity of respunse to caring for dependents,
then there may ve indirect custs to keeping the tax allowance low.

As I argued regarding population pulicy, however, almost any tax
allowance is likely to make only a small differential in the cost of
caring for dependents or not ca.ing for them,?? and its direct in-
centive or disincentive effect is therefore likely to be small. Per-
haps of more importance here may be the symbolism involved. If
families w h dependents lower their standards Jf living more
through payment of laxes than do families without dependents,
then the former group may indirectly come to believe that suc’ety
places little value on dependent care. More likely, however, sociztal
values infliience the tax policy rather than flow from it.

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Since World War II, the tax burden of households with d pend-
ents has grown dramatically relative to households without de-
pendents, whether for single or married categuries. One redsvun for
this shift in tax hburdens has been the lack of any consistent agree-
ment on the preper tax policy regarding dependents.
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My review of the theories and considerations regarding tax al-
lowances for dependents has led me to believe that these allow-
ances are approrpiate and that the current dependency exemption
is inadequate by almost any standard. Tax allowances are unneces-
sary only if income should be taxable to the original earner, re-
gardless of the standard of living the earner can obtain, if invest-
ment in dependents or expenditures for their consumption are to
be treated as only consumption of the donor, or if the Tax Code is a
relevant and useful tool for implementing an accepted population
policy of discouraging childbirth. Each of these requirements is in
my opinion unacceptable or unmet, though not irrational.

If the view of the tax allowance is that it is only meant to pro-
vide family assistance at low incume levels, then the current allow-
ance may be adequate or even unnecessary at higher income levels.
This view shou'd also find the current exemption to be rather awk-
wardly desigied: the amount of assistance at low income levels is
quite small, and the assistance is much more related to the needs
of the taxpayer alone (through zero bracket amounts and taxpayer
exemptions) than to additional needs caused by cependents
(through dependent exemptions).

Ability to pay, however, is the standard equity theory by which
the tax system is normally judged. If ability is to be measured by
income above subsistence, then the current exemption is inad-
equate according to the existing “official” measure of poverty or
subsistence. While this measure and other measures of poverty and
subsistence are subjective and may be criticiz.d for a variety of
reasons, they have tended over the last two or three decades to rise
only with the price level and, therefore, to decline relative to
income. At the same time, the exemption for dependents has re-
mained relatively constant and huas not even increased with the
price level.

The theory of ability to pay holds that units with equal ability
should make equal sacrifice. The notion of income equivalency rec-
ognizes that a large household will not be able to maintain the
same standard of living as a small household with equal income,
but that the difference is not proportional to the number of individ-
uals in each household. The setting of tax-exempt levels of income
higher for larger households, but not proportional to the number of
family members, means that income equivalency, however subjec-
tive may be its measurement, is inherent in the structure of the
tax system. Then to deny the same tenet at higher income levels is
inconsistent. As a result, the current Tax Code violates the princi-
ple that those with equal ability to maintain a standard of living
before tax have an equal ability after tax.

If transfers are treated as income of the recipients, or if the care
of children involves some component of investment as well as con-
sumption, then tax allowances for dependents are again appropri-
ate at all income levels. A tax allowance similar to income splitting
would again be called for, although the rate of splitting could rea-
sonably be thought to decline at higher income levels. If transfers
are taxable to the transferee, some notion of an equivalency scale
still seems to be necessary to avoid full income splitting among all
household members.
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If taxes for each person are to be adjusted for life-cycle differ-
ences in ability to pay according to periods in which the person re-
sides in a household with dependents, then tax allowances for de-
pendents are a reasonable means of making such an adjustment.
And finally, if one is concerned with the symbolism behind tax
measures, and if society places a value on both dependent care and
work outside the home, then a neutral signal—one that acknowl-
edges the inherent value of both types of effort—might be a de-
pendents’ allowance. The allowance better recognizes the extent to
which household care—at least the level of care that society ex-
pects—reduces the standard of living that can be maintained by
the taxpayer.

How might we move from here to there? My own compromise
proposal would be to allow, for joint returns with dependents, the
use of a tax rate schedule in which brackets are at least twice as
wide as those that apply to single persons. Such income splitting
would eliminate the marriage penalty for couples with dependents
and, in addition, recognize that the ability to pay of a family with
dependents is lessened by the presence of dependents.

Another rate schedule would be provided for heads of households
with dependents and to married couples withcut dependents. This
schedule might be estimated from the single schedules by assuming
some income splitting, such as 70.30. Heads of households would
pay lower taxes relative to singles than they do now; those without
dependents and filing joint returns would pay a greater share.

The change for heads of households would be especially signifi-
cant. They have had the greatest increase in taxes (relative to sin-
gles and those filing joint returns) over the previous three decades,
moreover, as long as the marriage penalty is reduced outside of the
rate structure, their tax burden relative to the tax burden of those
filing jointly will continue to increase.

Any remaining marriage penalty could be addressed with a
device (even optional filing), which would be much less complicated
than all current vptions simply because there would be a smaller
percentage of couples with any potential marriage penalty. The ad-
dition of a third schedule also makes explicit that income splitting
is being allowed for dependents and would lugically, therefore, be
accompanied by a requirement that dependents’ income be pooled
with the family’s income for tax purposes.

Similarly, I would provide that there be three ZBAs; one for
single returns, a second for joint returns with no dependents and
returns of heads of households, and a third for joint returns with
dependents. The ZBA for joint returns with dependents would
again be at least twice as large as for single returns. Since the ZBA
is the first bracket in the tax tables, this change can be accom-
plished simply by applying the same splitting formula to both the
positive and zero rate brackets.

Finally, the dependency exemption would be separated from
other personal exemptions and raised from its current level at ap-
proximately the rate of growth of per capita income. This solves
the problem of introducing too many rate schedules and at the
same time makes some allowance for larger family sizes. Those at-
tentive to questions of pupulation or marginal tax rates may be
somewhat concerned with the raising of the exemption level. Much
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of the additional tax allowance for dependents is granted, however,
by lowering rates through the addition of only one rate schedule to
apply to all households with one or more dependents, the concern
therefore should be minimal.

My principal conclusion is that adjusting for family size is rea-
sonable at all income levels and should compensate for differences
in ability to pay between households with dependents and house-
holds without dependents. Such changes can be made under almost
any requirement of tax progressivity and with little or no effect on
various incentives or disincentives that might be desired. Finally,
whatever policy that is adopted should be made explicit, changes in
the relative distribution of tax burdens across family size should be
made by conscious choice and not as the accidental outcome of pas-
sive public policy.
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APPENDIX TABLE 1.—THEORIES OF TAX ALLOWANCES FOR DEPENDENTS

Svpporteve of tax aliowances for
depeodents

Meguaty of current tax alowances

Further semarks

Family assistance .. .

Abifity to pay.

Equat tax for taxpayers with
equal levels of income adove
subsistence payments.

Related  of  Supporting
theones
Tax leansferr ...

Expenditures on depend-
ents  as consumplion
of taxpayers.

Equal saendice ...
for equals (equat  rlax

iy tor 12

standard of g for

those with equal before-
tax abihty).

Related o
lhearies

Tax lransfeste

supporting

Expenditutes on depend.
eats as consumplion
of dependents

Lifetme considerations  {vary
taxes over Life cycle)
Work, savings, and investment

Popilaton.. . . .

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Yes

Yes

No
No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yés

Indifferent

.. No (f dsincentives desired)

Yes (if incentives desired)

tnadequate at fow income fevels (f the
lax system is meant to prowide this
assistance)

Inadequate at “paverty” levels, espe-
oaly for larget familes

Inadsquate at all ncome Iaels

Inadquate at 'l iecome Rels

fnadequate at alt ircome levels

Inconclusive

The curreat tax provides only a smail amount of assistance at fow income levels, weifare programs have
usually been used to provide famuly assistance

Equvalency scales are implied at Subsistence levels, but ol at other noeme levels

Some e'xceptson ys usually ma for transfers necessary to provide a subsistencedevel standard of Iviag fo:
the famy

Agan, an exceplion 15 usually made for subsistencedevel income, implying that oniy expendilures on
dependents above subsistence levels are consumplion fo taxpayers

Partial income spiitting is required with progressive rate structure
Senfar arguments would apply under a standard of hwng measure of equily with 2 consumptin tax

Limts are usualty placed on extent to which transfers are added to recipients’ tncome but sublracted from
donors' Income. Bxamples gilts to fuends, large wealth transters. Pechaps only transfers “desied” by
soctety should be deductible to donar, €.g., charitable pilts, care of dependents.

Wihout esorting to equivalency scales to measure by to pay of transferee, dependent’s porton of
family income il be taxed under tax rate sthedule simiar to taxpayer's.

Sue of allwance depends upon extent to which taxpaytis wish to take account of abihly to pay between
periods according to presence of dependents.

Related desgn of overall tax Structure may be iportant, income Splitting grves greatest decline 1n average
maiginal rates, ceteris panbus.

Even if disncentives of incentives are desired, the tax system may be an inappropnate vehicle; incentive
levels are probably too low to make much difference.
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APPENDIX TABLE 1.—THEORIES OF TAX ALLOWANCES FOR DEPENDENTS—Continued

Supportive of tax aflowances for
Boendents

AMequacy of current tax lowances Furthet remarks
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Investment in human capital (or ex- Yes Inconglusve Size of allowance depends partly upon extent to which other investments are expensed, consideration may
penditures on dependents as -

be based more on equily across investments than efficiency since no icentive is provided Jf amoun! of
vestments). investment i5 assumed in setting aliowance
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Notes

1. The r 'venue cost of allowing married couples the option of being taxed as sin-
gles is much greater than the revenue gain from reducing the single rate schedule
so as to provide for income splitting.

2. Nontaxable households include those who filed, but owed no tux, and those who
did not file.

3. Michael Hartzmark and Eugene Steuerle, "Individual Income Taxation, 1947-
19,” National Tax Journal, June 1981, pp. 145-66.

4. There are some exceptions. Between 1964 and 1970, there was a minimum
standard deduction which increased by $100 per dependent for taxpayers meeting
certain requirements.

5. During the years 1975-1978 a general tax credit also increased the tax-exempt
level of income. The general tax credit was replaced after 1978 with an increase in
the exemption level,

6. Generally, Congress has compared poverty levels and tax-exempt levels only for
singles and for families of four, but not for families of size greater than four. Tax-
ﬁxe(xinpt levels have been constantly below official poverty levels for large house

olds.

7. In 1964 singles were judged to have poverty levels which were much higher
than cne-half the level for a couple, the remedy applied until the late 1970s was to
increase the standard deduction for single returns at a much faster rate than for
Jjoint returns.

8. Unfortunately, tax and transfer systems are not well integrated in the United
States. It is not clear whether transfer income should be taxed through the income
tax if that income effectively is being taxed (through a phase-out of the welfare ben-
efit) within the transfer system. By the same token, it is not clear whether the tax-
exempt level should be defined by the income level at which the transfer income
begins to phase out, or the level at which taxes paid exceed transfers received.

9. Howard W. Hallman, “A Proposal for a Graduated Family” Center for Govern-
mental Studies, Washington, D.C., 1971.

10. Gerald Brannon and Elliott R. Morss, “The Tax Allowance for Dependents.
Deductions versus Credits,” National Tax Journal, December 1973, Emil Sunley,
"977e Choice between Deductions and Credits,” Natwnal Tax Juurnal, September
1977,

11. Although a switch from an exemption to a credit can be designed to proviile
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FEDERAL TAX POLICY AND THE FAMILY: THE DISTRIBU-
TION OF THE DEPENDENT EXEMPTION, THE CHILD AND
DEPENDENT CARE TAX CREDIT, AND THE EARNED
INCOME CREDIT BY ADJUSTED GROSS INCOME CLASS,
TAX YEAR 1982

Stacey M. Kean*

INTRODUCTION

The Federal individual income tax includes several provisions
that relate to families with children. These provisions include the
dependent exemption, the child and dependent care tax credit, and
the earned income credit. This report describes these three provi-
sions of our tax system and summarizes the use of these provisions
by adjusted gross income class for the year 1982,

I. THE PERSONAL AND DEPENDENT EXEMPTION

The Federal income tax code provides for personal and depend-
ent exemptions which serve to reduce the taxable income of the
taxpayer. The personal and dependent exemption is $1,040 for tax
year 1985 and will be indexed for inflation thereafter. Personal ex-
emptions have four major functions:

1. Keeping the total number of returns within manageable
proportions and particularly holding down the number with
tax liability less than the cost of collection;

2. Freeing from the tax the income needed to maintain a
minimum standard of living;

3. Helping achieve a smooth graduation of effective tax rates
at a lower end of the scale; and

4, Differentiation of tax liability according to family size.!

The personal and dependent exemption together with the zero
bracket amount (formerly the standard deduction) establish a tax
threshold, or level of income below which income is not taxed. It
has been argued that taxation of incomes below this minimum
level could reduce “health and efficiency and result(s) in lower eco-
nomic vitality, less production, and.possibly higher public expendi-
tures for social welfare prograrhs: .

The Federal Tax Code prqviaes for personal and dependent ex-
emptions in several categories. There are exemptions for taxgayers,
exemptions for age 65 or over, exemptions for blindness, and ex-
emptions for dépendents. Exemptions for dependents include ex-
emptions for children, both at home and away from home, exemp-

* Analyst in Guvernment Finanve, Economics Divissun, Cungressiunal Research Jervive,
2“1 Gg%de. Richard. The Individual Invome Tax. Washington, The Brookings Institution, sutd. p.
224-225. -
2 Pechman, Juseph A. Federal Tax Policy. Washingtun, the Brookings Institution, (083, p. 75,
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tions for parents, and exemptions for other dependents. Table 1
lists the types of exemptions and their share of total exemptions.

TABLE 1.—TYPES OF PERSONAL AND DEPENDENT EXEMPTIONS AS A PERCENT OF ALL EXEMPTIONS,

TAX YEAR 1982
Percent of al
exemptions
Type of exemption:
TaXpayers ... oo« e n e . L e . “ 6092
65 or older . e o o . . . . 601
Blindness 1}
Dependen 3300
Children ot e e e e K}k
At Lome...... e e e e R " . 3039
Away from hOMe « v e e e e a 98
OUher GePeRTBALS . covivn o e vr ve v v s ke e e e s s e 88

huSgu;c; Colulated by CRS wsing U S Depaitment of the Tieasury. internat Revenue Servir 198 Slatnlns ob imome indivkiu Income Tax Returus.

After exemptions for taxpayers themselves (includes taxpayer
and taxpayer's spouse;, exemptions for children are the largest per-
centage of personal and dependent exemptions—31.37 percent.

Table 2 lists the total number of exemptions claimed on Feder.l
tax returns, the number of exemptions for children, and the
number of exemptions for children as a percent of all exemptions
by adjusted gross incoms . lass for tax year 1982. The number of
exemptions for children as a percent of total exemptions ranged
from a low of 18.82 percent for the adjusted gross income class of
$1 under $5,000, to a high of 38.44 percent for those with adjusted
gross income (AGI) between $30,000 and $40,000. Exemptions for
children were a steadily increasing portion of all exemptions
through the $30,000 to $49,000 level of AGI. After this adjusted
gross income class, the number of exemptions for children as a per-
cent of all exemptions declined to 28.62 percent at an AGI of §1
million or more.

Table 3 provides data on the number of exemptions for children
at home and away from home, total exemptions for children, and
the percent distribution of total exemptions for children by adjust
ed gross income class. In tax year 1982, 6.6 percent of the exemp-
tions for children were claimed on tax returns with adjusted gross
incomes below $5,000. Taxpayers in the adjusted gross income
classes between $5,000 and $20,000 claimed 36.7 percent of the ex
emptions for children. Taxpayers in the adjusted gross income
classes between $20,000 and $40,000 claimed 40.3 percent of the ex
emptions for children. Finally, taxpayers in the adjusted gross
income classes over $40,000 claimed 15.3 percent of the exemptions
for children.
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TABLE 2.— TOTAL PERSONAL EXEMPTIONS AND EXEMPTIONS FOR CHILDREN, TAX YEAR 1982

Number of exemptons for
chidren
. T T T
Suzt of adpsted gross woome "%‘;ﬁf‘m‘" :‘xmzo:s ot ks 3 ?:{‘elenl
exemphions
damed
Tofal. v e . 95,337,432 232,191,565 72,823,582 31.36
$1 under $5000....c...... . ... . N 17,041,000 25,524,700 4,803,111 18 82
$5,000 under $10,000 ... . . 17,039.853 34,544,133 8,614,134 AN |
$10,000 under $15,000 ... ... . . . 14,306,781 33,235,240 9,786,313 9.4 |
$15,000 under $20,000.. ..... . o 10534728 26,572,598 8325161 32 |
$20,000 under $25,000.. ....... . 88033387 24,398,217 8,580,264 KLRY) |
$25,000 under $30,000.. ... . . - 7,621965 22,930,409 8,513,396 3.
$30,000 under $40,000 . © e i oaae . 9,862616 31,879,568 12,254,869 3844
$40,000 under $50,000. ... .. . - 4,716,532 15530458 5,721,895 3684
$50,000 under $75,000.. .. ... . C. .. 3,051,266 10,084,987 3,631,859 3601
$75,000 under $100,000 .......... . 702,064 2,376,868 855,290 35.98
$100,000 under $200,000.. ... ... i . oot 510839 1,991,121 124,164 36.25
$200,000 under $500,000....... NN RN 140,278 485,934 161,874 33
$500,000 under Sl.000,000“...~. ORI N 20,681 68,480 19,988 29.19
$1,000,000 or more... e e e 8408 21,159 1,945 28.62
“Ns:u;oi us Depmment ol the Treasury Iteroal Revenie Servie (382 Statstis of bxome, ndwidual Income Tax Returns, Washington, 1983

TABLE 3.—NUMBER OF RETURNS OF NUMBER OF EXEMPTIONS FOR CHILDREN BY SIZE OF
ADJUSTED GROSS INCOME, TAX YEAR 1982

Exemptons for chidren Total exemptions for chacren
At bome Amy from home Percent of
Sze of adus'ed gross inoome Nombet of  Number of totat

Namdet of  Numberof  Number of  Numberof  retuns  exeplons |"“f;,
reluns exempbons  qetuns exemphons ‘°“5

fotal. . . « . 35300857 70,552866 1,517498 2.270,716 37418355 72.823.582  100.00
No adjusted grossuncome . . . 375,843 798804 13812 23855 389655 822,659 L3
$1 under $5,000 ... . .. 651,195 4699321 80,026 103,784 2731321 4,803,111 6.60
$5,000 under $10,000 4376,838 8394606 162,443 219,528 4,53928]1 8614134  11.83
$10,000 under $15,000. .. . . 4933967 9,506267 190389 289,106 52435 97863713  13.44
$15,000 under $20,000.. .. . .. 4132650 8,093003 156285 232,758 4,288935 8325761 1143
$20,000 under $25,000. .. ... . . 4166833 8226357 219714 353,907 4,386547 8,580,264 11.78
$25,000 under $30,000 .. .. .. . 4083356 8184290 209453 329,006 4,302,809 8513306  11.69
$30,000 under $40,000 . . 3854,052 11931852 222341 323317 6,076,393 12254869 1683
$40,000 under $50,000 .. .. 3712,030 5540282 113,363 181,613 2,885,393 5,721,835 1.86
$50,000 under $75,000.. ... . . L762,404 3491610  £3723 140,249 1,852,027 3,631,859 499
$75,000 under $100,000 . . 384,000 818355 25394 38935 409394 855290 [RY)
$100,000 under $200,000. . ... N8307 682,110 0275 3699 338582 124,164 0.99
$200,000 under 3500.000\ «. ... 10,053 156,733 3313 5141 13,366 161,874 5.2
$500,000 under $1,000,000..... RS 8,917 18919 613 1,009 9,590 19,988 0.03
$100,000,000 or more. ... ... .. 3,453 1,531 254 AN 3107 1945 001
. ws:g%og gs Depastment of the Tieasny internsl Reverws Service (38. Statatas of incorme, indvidu income [ax Retums Wastington 1383

II. THE CHILD AND DEPENDENT CARE Tax CREDIT

The child and dependent care tax credit is a nonrefundable
income tax credit which is allowed to a taxpayer who pays employ-
ment-related child and dependent care expenses, and who main-
tains a household for one or more qualifying individuals. The

O
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credit, enacted by the Tax Reform Act of 1976 (P.L. 94-455), re-
placed the previous provision for an itemized deduction for child
and dependent care expenses. Congress felt that the itemized de-
duction was unduly restricted because of its complexity and its re-
striction to only those taxpayers who itemized their tax returns.®

As defined, a qualifyin% individual is an individual who is: (1)
under the age of 15 and for whom the taxpayer may claim a de-
pendency exemption, or (2) a physically or mentally incapacitated
deper.emt or spouse who is incapable of caring for himself or her-
self. Em /Joyment-related expenses are those expenses incurred to
enable tae taxpayer to work or to look for work. They include ex-
penses for both household services and expenses for the care of the
qualifying individual.

The amount of employment-related expenses eligible for the
credit is subject to both a dollar limit and an earned income limit.
Expenses are limited to $2,400 for one qualifying individual and
$4,800 for 2 or more qualifying individuals. They cannot exceed the
earned income of the taxpay .r, if single, or if a married couple, the
earned income of the spouse with the lower earnings. In addition,
the married couple must file a joint return to claim the credit. The
amount of the credit that a taxpayer may apply to these employ-
ment-related expenses is based upon the earned income of the tax-
payer. The tax credit is based on a sliding scale of 30 percent to 20
percent, declining as income increases from $10,000 to $28,000. In
other words, if the taxpayer’s income is $10,000 or less, he or she
may claim 30 percent of their employment-related expenses. For
each increase of $2,000 in AGI, the amount of the credit declines
one percentage point up to $28,999 of AGI and above when the tax
credit is 20 percent of allowable expenses. Table 4 below summa-
rizes the relationship between the adjusted gross income level and
the tax credit.

TABLE 4.—THE CHILD AND DEPENDENT CARE TAX CREDIT. AMOUNT OF ADJUSTED GROSS INCOME
AND RELATED TAX CREDIT APPLICABLE

Tax credt e
{percent)
Adpusted gross income:

Less than $10000 .. . .o . 0
$10.000 under $12.000 .. . . 29
$12.600 under $14.000...... . . . . 3
$14,000 under $16,000.... . . . . . e 2
$16,000 under $18,000,. ... . . - . %
$18.000 under $20,000... ... .. .. .. . . . 25
$20.000 under $22,000.... . . . .. AU . A
$22,000 undet $24.000. e o iev . . e - . R 3
$24,500 under $26.000... ... . ... s . 2
$26,000 under $28.000 ... ... “ . . . 2
$28.000 OF MO e v woone v v v e - . . e 20

Table 5 provides data on the distribution of child and dependent
care credit by adjusted gross income for tax year 1982. The credit

3 1.8, Congress. Juint Committee on Taxatwn. General Explanatin of The Tax Refurm Act of
1976. (HL.R. 10612, 94th Congress, Public Law 94-455). p. 124.
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was cleimed on 5.25 percent of the 95,337,432 returns filed in 1982
and 6.19 percent of the 77,035,300 of taxable returns filed. For tax-
able returns, 30 percent of the total amount claimed for the tax
credit was claimed on returns with adjusted gross incomes below
$20,000, 50 percent was claimed on returns with adjusted gross in-
comes between $20,000 and $40,000, and 19 percent was claimed on
returns with adjusted gross incomes between $40,000 and $75,000.

TABLE 5.—DISTRIBUTION OF THE CHILD CARE CREDIT BY ADJUSTED GROSS INCOME CLASS, TAX
YEAR 1982

{Doltars 1 thousands)

Al returss Taxable returns

Number of N;‘ o Number of
g Aot wtal retuns Amount

Al returas—Total . . 5,003,639 $1.501,453 e an ATBAETY SEARIAY ... ...

Under $5,000 .. .. Cees 10,702 1953 (%) it 1129
$2.000 uncer $10.000 . . . . ... 280328 73.616 491 118438 30,09
$10.000 under £15,000 ... . o e . 381065 210493 1400 522,505 188,902
$15.000 under $20,000 . . .. o .. 642205 203,165 1353 638910 202,093
$20,000 under $25,000 NN N0 221,213 W13 761504 220,642
$25.000 under $30.000...... .. . wn. 649.448 176,069 1.3 645190 14721
$30.000 under $40.000 . L1246 32041 .30 L1461 3041
$40,000 under $50.000...... .. .. . 604,349 184,486 1229 604349 184486
$50.000 under §75,000.......... .. 4891 83.3 589 214891 833
$75,000 under $100,000wuen. . . < 3.088 22 081 37068 J2M42
$100.000 under $200.000........ . 2933 8832 059 21906 831
$200,000 under $500,000. . ....... .. “ 3351 1202 o1 333 1,702
$500,000 under $1,000000.. . . 269 145 (3 269 145
$1.000000 of moee.. .o oo . L . 169 65 (*) 109 65 .

*Eshoate based on a small numbet of saple returns.
*less than 001 percent

. absl??i. usa lbmmnent o the Treasury Internai Revenve Senxe 4930 Sttty of iome, indidust inoome Jax Returs WIshngleo, 1988
3

The maximum amount of the tax credit is $720 for one qualifying
individual and $1440 for two or more qualifying individuals.
Table 6 lists the average amount of the child and dependent care

tax credit claimed by adjusted gross income class. The average tax
credit amount claimed for all returns was $300. For taxable re-
turns, the amounts ranged from $180 for returns with adjusted
gross incomes below 35,000 to $596 for returns with adjusted gross
incomes of $1,000,000 or more.

TABLE 6.— AVERAGE CHILD AND DEPENDENT CARE CREDIT CLAIMED PER TAX RETURN BY
ADJUSTED GROSS INCOME CLASS

" Taubk
A retumns preyad

Totat C B0 $30069

Under §5,000. ... . 8993 17966
$5.000 under $10,000 . w282 25406
$10,000 under $16,000 . KR 35810
$15,000 under §20.000 ... . . . . 361 31631
$20,000 under $25,000. .. . 2626 8148
$25.000 vader $30,000 . . ani 2081
$30.C00 under $40.000.. ... . . . , 2495 8495
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TABLE 6.— AVERAGE CHILD AND DEPENDENT CARE CREDIT CLAIMED PER TAX RETURN BY
ADJUSTED GROSS INCOME CLASS—Cantinued

Taxable

Al returns retwns

—_—

$40,000 under $50000... .. ... ... .. ... Lo . 305.26 30526
$50,000 under $75000 e o .. - 2131 33
$15,000 under $100000. ... . - . 321.56 321.56
$100,000 under $200,000.. ... . .. . - e . 402 86 40304
$200,000 under $500,000 . .. .. .. . 507.91 507.31
$500,000 under $1,000,000....... . o e . 5§39.03 53903
$,200,000 or moce... .. . . .. e e 596 33 5933

III. THE EaArNED INcOME CLASS

The earned income credit is a refundable income tax credit that
is avaliable to low-income workers who maintain househulds in
which children reside. Earned income, the basis for the . redit, is
defined as wages, salaries, tips, and other employee compgensation
plus any net earnings from self employment. The credit against
income ax liability is equal to 10 percent of the first $5,000 of
earned income. The maximum credit of $500 is reduced by an
amount equal to 12.5 percent of the excess of AGI or earned
income (whichever is greater) over $6,000. The credit phases out
when either AGI or earned income reaches $10,000.

In tax year 1985, the earned income credit is increased to 11 per-
cent of the first $5,000 of earned income. The maximum credit of
8550 is reduced by an amount equa) to 12% percent of the excess of
adjusted gross income or earned iacome over $6,500. The credit
phases out when earned income reaches $11,000.

Table 7 lists the number of returns and the total amount of
money claimed under the earned income tax credit.

TABLE 7. DISTRIBUTION OF THE EARNED INCOME CREDIT BY ADJUSTED GROSS INCOME CLASS, TaX
YEAR 1982

[Preent Dolirs 1 Thoutands)

Numbet of Nurder of
ret;’“s At st returnd Amout

Al retumns—Tolat _ 2698208 359020 L9946 S183616

Under $3.000 149402 8.501 11,351 1485
$5,000 under $10.000 2.548836 ILI6E 1348595 18312

UEstmate dased 00 2 So3l pembes of sampe returny

; b!s:uﬁ uss l&wﬂw\ of U Tedsuy eotennd Bebenod sotene avds S0 'y of i, D8idan ity Tan Reluns Wadsngton, a4
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TAX REFORM AND THE FAMILY*

Geraldine Gerardi and Eugene Steuerle**

INTRODUCTION

In response to the public's dissatisfaction with the current tax
system, Congress introduced almost two dozen bills in the 9&th
Congress to reform and simplify the income tax. Sidce the 99th
Congress convened in January, a similar:number of tax reform and
simplification bills have been introduced. The growing interest in
major tax reform has focused attention on such family issues as
whether the combined income of a married couple or the in.come of
each spouse should be taxed, how tax burdens should be adjusted
for family size, and whether the special circumstances of single
persons with dependents and two-earner married couples should be
recognized. These issues, which are central in the design of a tax
system, are some of the most difficult tax policy issues to resolve.
Widely accepted objectives for tax reform often provide conflicting
guidance on the appropriate tax treatment.

The purpose of this paper is to set forth the objectives of tax
reform that relate to the tax treatment of the family and to show
how they are addressed in designing a major tax reform preposal.
For illustrative purposes, some examples will use the 1984 tax
reform proposals of the Treasury Department, and the Bradley-
Gephardt and the Kemp-Kasten proposals as they were outlined on
January 1, 1985. Although some of these proposals have changed
and may continue to change, they can be used to illustrate the
trade offs that have to be considered in a major tax reform effort.

OBJECTIVES OF TAX REFORM

|
|
Tax reform generally has been guided by the followiny objectives
(1) equity, (2) economic neutrality, and (3) simplicitly.

EQUITY

Most of the issues in the tax t1eatment of the family are issucs of
equity. The basic notions of equity that underlie our tax system are
twofold. equal treatment of equals and progressivity. Equal treat-
mr~nt of equals implies that those with similar ability to pay tax

‘Eurtur’s ~oTh. Sinwe this puper was vraginally prepared, significant changes huve been
made in a number uf the tax propusals thut are reviewed. Syzaficant amung these have been
<hunges in the Earned Incume Tux Credit and the Zeru Bracket Amuunt sa the Kemp-Kasten

lan. The President’s tax proposal alsu differs from the Treasury report in such stems as the

atnied Incume Tax Credit. The authuis tried tv emphasiee throughuut huw chuiees in the tax-
atiwn of families would be made rather than detaled comparnisuns of prupusals that were, and 1
some cases still are evolving,

**Office of Tax Analysis, Department of the Treasury. The views expressed in this paper are
thuse of the authurs and dv aut necessunily reflewt thuse of the Department of the Treasury.
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should pay about the same amount of tax. Although there are al-
ternative definitions of progressivity, the most common definition ,
is that the average tax rate should increase as income increases, '
i.e., those with higher incomes should pay a higher fraction of their
incomes in taxes.
Although progressivity as an objective has widespread support, it
is the source of a number of fundamental conflicts in the tax treat-
ment of the family. Most of these conflicts center around the choice
of the taxpaying unit. For example, if the couple is the tax unit, as v
under the existing progressive tax, a married couple in which each
spouse earns $25,000 will have a higher tax bill than the combined
tax bill of two single persons earning $25,000 each. On the other
hand, under current law a single worker will pay more tax on a .
given income than a married worker with no children and a spouse
with no earnings, regardless of the ability of that spouse to work
outside the home. Since it is impossible to tax families with equal
income equally and to tax individuals with equal incomes equally,
many persons’ notions of equal treatment of equals will be violated
under a progressive tax system. Yet, solving one problem will gen-
erally aggravate the other.
Such 1ssues go away if.progressivity is abandoned. Under a
single-rate flat tax with no exempt amount of income (such as that
provided by personal exemptions and zero bracket amounts),
income would be faxed equally regardless of how it is split among
family members. Because the allowance of an exempt amount of
income provides some progressivity, however, these issues are not
avoided through the adoption of what has come to be known as a
flat tax; a tax with one zero tax rate and one positive tax rate.
Moreover, the adoption of either a singlerate flat tax or a two-rate
flat-rate tax would raise other equity issues, because tax burdens
would be redistributed from: high-income taxpayers to low-and
middle-income taxpayers.?
Once progressivity is accepted as an objective, the issues for tax
reform are to determine: (1) the appropriate unit of taxation. the
individual, the household, or the family, (2) the relative burdens of
single persons and married couples with the same incomes, (3) the
relative tax burdens of married couples with equal incomes but dif-
ferent splits of income between the spouses, (4) the adjustment of
tax burdens for the presence of child..n and other dependents, and
() the treatment of poor families under the income tax.
The tax unit.—In deciding the issue of equal treatment of equals,
or horizontal equity, with respect to the tax unit, equals may be
defined ia terms of 1) individuals, 2) househoids without regard to 1
the marital status of the adults, or 3) identifiable family groups. .
One view is that the household should be the unit of taxation with-
out regard for the marital status of the adults in that household.2
The rationale for this view is that income is pooled and consump-

tion is shared, therefore, an individual's welfare depends not only '
on his or her own income but also on the aggregate income of the
household.

! See Chapoton (1982) and Department of the T'reasury (1984).
* For example, see McIntyre and Oldman 1977).
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The problem with imposing the tax on household income, howev-
er, is that it would create incentives for individuals arbitrarily to
form households in some cases and to conceal such living arrange-
ments in others. Pooling of income takes place in a wide variety of
situations, such as when single individuals live together in dormito-
ries or in group homes for the elderly. To minimize the problem of
the government determining which living arrangements involve
pooling of resources, the traditional approach, which is the one
used in current law, is to recognize the marital unit as the only
major identifiable grouping of adults for which adjustments are
made to account for pooling of income and consumption.

An alternative view of the appropriate tax unit is that every in-
dividual would be treated alike.3 According to this view, horizontal
equity requires that the tax laws be neutral with respect to marits!
status. Proponents of individual taxation argue that it is consistent
with social trends, such as the incresing number of women who
participate in the labor force and of people who choose a life style
that does not include marriage. Under ¢  approach, persons with
equal incomes would pay about the same amount of tax without
regard to the income of spouses. If an individual married or
became single, it would not affect his or her tax liability.

However, individual taxation ignores the fact that families gen-
erally pool their resources and that combined resources are a
better measure of ability to pay.* Individual filing also would recre-
ate some inequities that joint filing redressed. Joint filing was al-
lowed under the federal income tax largely to allow couples living
in states without community property laws the same tax advan-
tages as couples living in states with community property laws. In
community property states, one-half of a married couple’s com-
bined income was attributed to each spouse for tax purposes, re-
gardless of the proportion of income actually generated by each
spouse. In cases where one spouse actually accounted for all or
most of the couple’s income, income splitting allowed the couple to
pay less in federal taxes than would be paid by a couple with the
same income in a non-community property state. Moreover, indi-
vidual taxation would not recognize that some income splitting
would occur regardless of the federal treatment of state comm unity
property laws. A couple could alter its tax burden by redistributing
property ownership between the spouses.

Although individual taxation generally would insure that a cou-
ple’s taxes would not increase when they marry, couples with equal
incomes would not necessarily pay the same amount of tax. For ex-
ample, a one-earner couple with the worker holding two jobs would
pay more tax than a two-earner couple with the same combined
income.

Marriage penalties, divorce bonuses, single penalties, and mar-
riage bonuses.—Some would argue that under a fair income tax two
single persons should not pay a higher tax when they marry (.e.,
that there should be no “marriage penalty”), and, on the other

? For example, see Brazer (1980) and Munnell (1980, Sume state tax laws also use the mndwid-
ual approach.

* Recognition of FOOUHE of resvurces s alsu intergral (v the design of welfare and socal secu-
rity systems, as well as the tax system.
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hand, that a couple should not have its taxes reduced when the
partners divorce and become single again (no “divorce bonus™).
Also, a single person should not have to pay a higher tax than a
one-earner married couple with equal income (no “single penalty’)
or, similarly, tax burdens should not decline substantially simply
because of marriage (no “marriage bonus”).

Once the family or couple is accepted as the unit of taxation,
however, conflicts arise. Under a progressive income tax it is im-
possible to tax equally both all families with equal incomes and all
persons with equal incomes. For example, if the goals of progressiy-
ity and taxing families on the basis of their total family income are
given precedence, reducing the marriage penalty would exa({erbate
the single penalty.

An added complication. Imputed income.—Although a widely ac-
cepted goal of tax policy is to tax married couples with equal in-
comes the same, some argue that it is inequitable for married cou-
ples to pay the same tax whether there are two earners or one. The
household with one earner may have greater ability to pay, be
cause the spouse who does not work outside the home in effect pro-
duces income (“imputed income’) by providing household services.
The comparison with two-earner couples becomes more obvious
when the latter pay for household services similar to those that
might be provided by a spouse who works in the home, or when
they pay for the additional non-deductible expenses associated with
two jobs.

Probably, no satisfactory solution to this problem exists. In prin-
ciple, the problem could be solved by taxing the imputed income
from household production.® In practice, it is difficult to measure
this income and taxing it would be unlikely to have widespread
public support. Alternatively, certain deductions could be allowed
for the additional expenses incurred by twu-earner couples, but
these deductions would increase the complexity of the tax law.

Adjustments for family size.— A number of considerations influ
ence the way families of different size are treated under the
income tax.% If assisting families is a particular objective, a tax ad-
justment for dependents should be designed to ensure some mini-
mum level of well-being for each dependent. To meet this objective,
a credit may be a more appropriate allowance than an exemption
because credits will grant equal relief for each additional depend-
ent.

Another justification for making allowance for family size is
based upon ability to pay. According to this view, a fair income tax
should take into account the effect of family size on ability to pay.
given equal pre-tax incomes, a family of six has less ability tu pay
than a family of three. It is argued that families with equal before-
tax standards of living should be able to maintain equal after-tax
standards of living.

One complication with applying the ability to pay principle to
the taxation of families is that in effect income is spent on or is

5 Rosen argues that differential taxativn of time spent i the butee and in the marhet plave o
necessury for efficent tax treatment, becaust supply elastestses differ fur home and market pro-
duction. See Rosen (1976), p. 11,

¢ See Steuerle (1983).
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transferred to dependents. The question is whether such transfers
should be taxed at the tax rate of the transferor (often high) or the
transferee (often low). One view is that the transferor should pay
the taxes on this income, because the entity earning the income
should pay the taxes. This view stresses the sources rather than
the uses of income. Another view is that the transferee should be
taxed, because the transferee enjoys or consumes the income. This
view stresses the uses rather than the sources of income. Alterna-
tively, if the family is viewed as a unit which shares income and
consumption, the income of all family members should be aggregat-
ed and taxed at the applicable tax rate. In this case, income split-
ting among household members may be required in order to define
equal levels of consumption or of ability to pay among families of
different sizes.

Tax treatment of the poor.—One commonly accepted objective of
tax reform is to ensure that families with incomes at or below the
poverty level are not subject to income tax. The rationale for this
exemption is that individuals with incomes below the subsistence
level do not have ability to pay income taxes. To the extent that
the taxation of income below the subsistence level deprives low-
income families of the resources they need to provide basic necessi-
ties, it would reduce the health, education, and efficiency of the
labor force.” Thus, taxation could reduce productivity and increase
other public expenditures for social welfare programs.

Tax-exempt income levels for single persons and families of dif-
ferent sizes could be based on official poverty thresholds, as deter-
mined by the Bureau of the Census. Poverty thresholds, however,
also recognize the benefits that come from pooling income and re-
sources. Thus, if tax-exempt income levels were determined by
strict adherence to poverty income measures, marriage penalties
would result.

For example, the 1986 poverty thresholds are estimated to be
$5,800 for single persons without dependents and $7,400 for mar-
ried couples. If the tax-free income levels were set at the poverty
levels, a single person with income of $5,800 or less and a married
couple with income of $7,400 or less would not pay taxes. A mar-
riage penalty would occur when some single persons with income
marry, because their combined tax-exempt income level would fall.
If two single persons with incomes of $5,800 married, their com-
bined income for tax purposes would be $11,600, which is $4,200
above the poverty threshold for a married couple. As single individ-
uals, neither partner would have paid taxes. As a married couple,
however, they would owe taxes on the $4,200 of income that ex-
ceeded the poverty threshold.

Under a rule matching tax exempt income levels and poverty
thresholds, the tax-exempt income level would increase if certain
married couples with children separated into two families each
headed by a single person. For example, the 1986 poverty thresh-
olds for a married couple with two children and for a single person
with one child are estimated to be $11,600 and $7,900, respectively.
On an income below $11,600, the married couple with two children

7 See Seltzer (1968).
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would pay no taxes. Should that couple divorce and create two fam-
ilies, each with one child, each family's income below $7,900 would
not be subject to tax. For the two families combined, this amounts
to an increase of $4,200 in their tax exempt level
(($7,900 < 2) —$11,600=$4,200).

If poverty thresholds were used to adjust accurately for the pres-
ence of dependents, additional complexity would occur. According
to the poverty measures, the financial needs of a household do not
increase by the same amount for each additional household
member. Thus, in principle, the tax-exempt amount for each addi-
tional dependent (as determined by the dependent exemption)
would be different, depending upon the number of family members
in the household.® Calibrating the tax-exempt income level so pre-
cisely would be complex. If the dependent exemption were kept
constant, it would be too high or too low for many families even
when the tax-exempt level matches the poverty level for a family
of one given size.

ECONOMIC NEUTRALITY

Although equity issues are the focus of most discussions of tax-
ation of the family, other goals of tax reform, such as economic
neutrality, are also important. An ideal tax system would be as
neutral as possible toward private decisions, i.e., it would not un-
necessarily influence or distort the choices about how income is
earned and how it is spent. No tax can be completely neutral, how-
ever, because it affects the choice between work and leisure, con-
sumption and saving, and safe and risky investments.

The choice of the tax unit affects economic neutrality of the
income tax. A progressive tax on the combined income of the
couple is inefficient, because the second earner generally faces
higher marginal tax rates than a single person or the “first”
earner. As a result, tax considerations may distort decisions about
labor market entry, choices among occupations, and investment in
education.

On neutrality grounds, the marginal tax rate—the rate that ap-
plies to an additional dollar of income—should be the lowest where
it affects behavior the most. This implies that the marginal rate on
second earners (typically wives) should be lower than the rate for
married men or single persons regardless of the unit of taxation
chosen, because married women have meo.e discretion over their
labor market activity.?

By reducing the financial return from working, high inarginal
tax rates decrease the labor force participation rate of married
women anC the number of hours worked. However, these distor-
tions would be reduced if the individual were the tax unit, because
marginal tax rates on second earners would be the same as for
other workers.

* For example, the poverty threshold is estimuted to increase an 1956 by $1,700 when a single
person marties, by $1,543 when one (hild is added to the famuly, 32384 when a second chald is
added, and $2,042 when a third child is added.

* See Boskin (1980).
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SIMPLICITY

The third objective of tax reform is to simplify the income tax
and thereby reduce compliance costs and enhance the perception of
equity of the tax system. A simpler income tax would relieve most
taxpayers from spending a great deal of time wading through com-
plex instructions or from having to hire professional help to pre-
pare their tax returns. It would also reduce recordkeeping require-
ments for most taxpayers. A simpler income tax would also reduce
costs and ease administration of the income tax for the govern-
ment.

A simpler income tax also may be perceived to be fairer by many
taxpayers. Some taxpayers suspect that others with the same in-
comes are paying less taxes. because they have better knowledge of
ways to avoid taxes and greater ability to manipulate legal loop-
holes in exsting law. -

However, simplicity may conflict with other objectives of tax
reform. For example, equity may require deductions for certain cat-
astrophic medical expenses, which affect ability to pay. However,
the allowance of such deductions complicates tax filing.

REsoLuTION OoF CONFLICTING QBJECTIVES

Not all of the desirable objectives of tax reform can be achieved
simultaneously. Thus, designing a tax reform program requires
trade-offs among competing objectives. This section describes some
of the trade-offs that affect the tax treatment of the family under
tax reform. Examples from three major tax reform proposals are
used to illustrate how compromises are made—the Treasury De-
partment’s 1984 proposal, the Bradley-Gephardt proposal, and the
Kemp-Kasten proposal, as they were outlined on January 1, 1985.

THE TAX UNIT

Under a progressive tax system, a satisfactory solution to the
issue of whether married couples should file jointly or as individ-
uals probably does not exist. The major tax reform proposals keep
the married couple as the tax unit. Although arguments in favor of
individual filing have merit, administrative considerations, as
much as any other factor, probably force the decision to retain
joint filing with some income splitting. If individuals filed separate-
ly on the basis of earned income, arbitrary rules would be required
to attribute unearned income and to allocate deductions between
the spouses. Since married couples are able to split property
income and income in a closely-held business, joint filing prevents
differences in tax burdens across families from depending on each
family’s ability to transfer income between spouses.

Nonetheless, retaining the married couple as the tax unit leaves
many of the problems discussed before. For example, it is necessary
to deal with the marriage penalty. As discussed below, most major
tax reform proposals try to reduce or eliminate such marriage pen-
alties through adjustments in the tax threshold or in the tax rate
schedules.

Whether the individual or the couple is chosen as the tax unit,
how to handle the imputed income of individuals who do not work
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outside the home remains a problem. As noted earlier, the practi-
cal problems of taxing iinputed income are formidable. None of the
major tax reform proposals provide adjustments that recognize dif
ferences in ability to pay attributable to imputed income.

THE LEVELS OF THE ZBA AND PERSONAL EXEMPTIONS

The zero bracket amount [ZBA] and personal exemptions per-
form several very important functions. (1) they establish the tax-
exempt income level, i.e,, the level of income below which no
income tax is owed, (2) they provide {or increase) graduation in ef-
fective tax rates at the lower end of the income scale; (3) the ZBA
simplifies the income tax by reducing the number of taxpayers who
itemize deductions, and (4) the personal exemptions differentiate
among households according to the number of dependents.

Under the three proposals the levels of the ZBA and personal ex
emptions have been set so that families with income at or below
the poverty line generally would not pay income tax. The personal
exemptions and ZBAs under currewnt law and the three proposals
are shown on Table 1. Under the Treasury Department and Kemp-
Kasten proposals the personal exemptions would increase from
$1,090 (the estimated 1986 level) to $2,000. Under the Bradley-Gep-
hardt proposal, the personal exemption would be $1,600 for the tax-
payer and spouse, $1,800 for a head of a household, and $1,000 for
dependents.

Table 1 also shows the increases in the ZBAs under the three
proposals. The Bradley-Gephardt and Kemp-Kasten proposals
would allow heads of households the same ZBA as single persons

with no d%pendents—the approach taken by current law. In con-
T

trast, the Treasury Department's proposal provides heads of house-
holds with a ZBA that is approximately one-half way between the
ZBAs for single returns and joint returns. The Bradley-Gephardt
proposal departs from current law and the other proposals by pro-
viding joint returns with a ZBA that is twice the ZBA for single
returns.

Table 2 compares the tax thresholds under current law and se-
lected tax reform proposals with estimated poverty thresholds for
single persons and families of different sizes for 1986. Under cur-
rent law the tax threshold is too low to exempt from taxation the
poverty level incomes of single persuns and married couples with
and without dependents. Under the Treasury Department and
other major tax reform proposals, the tax thresholds for families of
all sizes are close to the poverty level even without the earned
income credit (discussed below). With the earned income credit, tax
exempt levels for households and families with dependents exceed
poverty income levels.

TABLL 1.—COMPARISON OF PERSONAL EXEMPTION AND ZBA UNDER CURRENT LAW AND SELECTED
TAX REFORM PROPOSALS AS OF JANUARY 1, 1985

1986 levels o
Conentlaw 2 Jreasuty Department  Bradiey-Gephardt KempKssten

Personal exempion.
Topayer ano SpUst. . .. .. . $1,090 $2,000 2 $1,600 $2.000
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" 3LE 1. —~COMPARISON OF PERSONAL EXEMPTION AND ZBA UNDER CURRENT LAW AND SELECTED
TAX REFORM PROPOSALS AS OF JANUARY 1, 1985—Continued

1986 levels
Cumenl law ¥ Treasury Departmwnt  Bradiey-Gephardt Kemp-Kasten

Dependents (each) ... e 1,090 2,000 1.600 2,000
Zero bracket amount:
Single reums ... .oue e wen e s 2,510 2.800 3,000 2,600
. Joint retutnS..u, s e . 3,710 3,800 6,000 3300
Head of household returns - 2,510 3.500 3,000 2600
¥ Inchides indexation for expected iflaton in 1985
® §1,800 for beads of households

TABLE 2.—COMPARISON OF POVERTY THRESHOLD AND TAX-FREE INCOME LEVEL UNDER CURRENT
LAW AND SELECTED TAX REFORM PROPOSALS AS OF JANUARY 1, 1985

Tax-{tee sncome lewels

n —
ol et Dot Gl Kemolastens

Single persons without dependents N $5,800 $3.600 $4.800 $4,600 $5,750
Heads of households with one dependent. . ... 1,900 1979 9.303 8,225 8,250
Married c0up=a ¥ i e e 1,400 5890 1,800 9,200 9,125
Warried couples with two dependents ... .. 11,600 9613 11800 11,200 14,125

+Inchdes expected indenston for mifabion 1 1985 whete applcable Asumes ki) use ol the eamd income credit where appicadie.
2 Includes 20 percent exclusion for empioyment noome
3 Assumes one eamet

There is one exception to the general rule. under the three tax
reform proposals, the tax threshold for single persons is below the
poverty threshold. The relatively low tax threshold for single per-
sons reflects another compromise between competing objectives of
tax reform—tax exemption for poverty income levels, reduction of
the marriage penalty, and avoidance of a large single penalty. If
the ZBA were to be increased so that the tax threshold for all re-
turns exactly equalled the povert, threshold, those who decided to
marry would experience a significant increase in tax (marriage
penalty). However, if the single tax threshold were set exactly at
the poverty level and the marriage penalty was avoided, the reve-
nue cost would increase significantly and the single penalty would
become quite large.

For example, given a personal exemption of $2,000 the ZBA for
single returns would have to be increased to $3,800 to raise the tax-
free income level to the poverty threshold. Alternatively, if the tax
exempt level for joint returns were set at the poverty level and the
marriage penalty were eliminated, the ZBA for single returns
would have to be reduced to $1,900. The ZBA for single returns
under the Treasury Department’s proposal is almost in the middle
of the ZBAs under these two alternatives.

Setting the tax-exempt income level below the puverty threshold
may also be justified because many single persons live with rela-
tives or cther unrelated individuals. If the tax-exempt income level
for these individuals is combined with the tax-exempt income
levels of other members of the household, the total may exceed the
poverty threshold. Approximately one-quarter of all single returns
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with income subject to tax are filed by persons who are under 21
years of age.!® In many cases, the tax-exempt income levels of
| these individuals should be combined with the tax-exempt income
| level of parents and other members of the household in order to
reflect accurately the tax-exempt income for the family. Similarly,
‘ a correctly measured poverty level for two single persons who
| share living quarters may be close to that of a married couple, but
‘ their combined tax-exempt level under the Treasury Department’s
proposal exceeds the poverty level.

Unlike current law and the Treasury Department and Kemp-
Kasten proposals, the Bradley-Gephardt proposal tackles the prob-
lem of the marriage penalty that is attributable to the ZBA by set-
ting the joint return ZBA at twice the level for single returns. As a -
result, tax-exempt levels of income for joint filers with no or few
dependents are well in excess of the poverty level. However, the
tax-exempt level for couples with two or more dependents falls
short of the poverty threshold, because the adjustment (exemption)
for dependents is relatively low.

In the past, one major objective of increasing the ZBA (formerly
called the standard deductio.)) was to simplify tax filing by reduc-
ing the number of itemizers. Under the major tax reform propos-
als, however, this simplicity argument is less compelling. Because
the proposals would limit itemized deductions, the number of item-
izers would decline anyway.

The fourth objective—adjusting for household size—is achieved
primarily through changes in the personal exemption. Using pover-
ty income measures as a guide, the estimated increases in the pov-
ecty threshold vary as family size increases. On average, the 1986
poverty levels are estimated to increase by approximately $1,900
each for the first four additional members of a household.

If an exemption of approximately $1,900 is chosen to adjust for
household size and if targeting poverty thresholds is an objective,
however, very little leeway is allowed for adjustments to the zero
bracket amounts.!'! Alternatively, the level of the persvnal exemp-
tions could be reduced and different ZBA’s for different sizes of
households could be provided, but this would increase the number
of rate schedules,

Current law, the Treasury Department’s proposal, and the
Kemp-Kasten proposal take the approach of providing the taxpayer
the same level of personal exemption as dependent exemption. The
Bradley-Gephardt propusal would allow a larger exemption for the
taxpayer and spouse than for dependents. The large increase in the
ZBA for joint returns also may be viewed as adjustment for the
presence of dependents.

THE RATE SCHEDULES

Under current law, personal income taxes are imposed under
four different rate schedules. 1) married persons filing separate re- .

10 Sae U.S. Department of the Treasury (1984), p. 69,

"* The puverty threshulds fur a single persun with no dependents and o waiteed wuple with
nv dependents are estimated to be 35,800 and 37,100, respectivedy. If the persvtiad cxemption s
set at 91,900, the ZBA would have to be set at 33900 fur single returns and $3,600 for juint

returns in order to track the poverty thresholds,
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turns, 2) married persons filing joint returns and surviving spouses,
3) single returns, and 4) head of household returns. There are 14
taxable brackets (15 for single returns). The rates range from 11
percent for the first taxable income bracket above the ZBA to 50
percent for the top bracket.

The Treasury Department, Bradley-Gephardt, and Kemp-Kasten
proposals retain the four filing units of current law. However, the
14 or 15 rate brackets above the zero rate bracket are collapsed
into a smallez number of brackets. Under the Treasury Depart-
ment’s proposal, there would be three taxable brackets with rates
that range from 15 percent for the first taxable income bracket to
35 percent for the top bracket. The Bradley-Gephardt proposal also
has three taxable brackets with rates that range from 14 percent
for the first taxable income bracket to 30 percent for the top brack-
et. Although the Kemp-Kasten proposal would tax income at the
rate of 24 percent, various deductions and additions in effect create
several rates.!2

The principal family issue to be decided in setting rate schedules
is the relationship between the tax burdens of single persons and
married couples. Along with the setting of the ZBA—which can be
viewed as the first bracket in a rate schedule—this relationship
generally determines the balance between single penalties, mar-
riage penalties, divorce bonuses, and marriage bonuses.

If the bracket width (the amount of income taxed at a given rate)
for joint returns is set at 200 percent of the bracket width for
single returns, no marriage penalty arises from the rate schedules,
but the single nenalties and marriage bonuses become quite large.
If the bracket width for joint returns is set at 100 percent of the
bracket width for single returns, the marriage penalties and the di-
vorce bonuses increase.

Under current law, the relationship among the rate schedules re-
flects a series of adjustments that were made over time. No readily
identifiable rule prevails. Under the Treasury Department’s pro-
posals the bracket widths for joint returns is approximately 170
percent of the widths for single returns. The Treasury proposal
would eliminate marriage penalities due to the rate schedules for
most two-earner couples, because earnings generally are split less
evenly than assumed by the bracket widths.!® Under the Bradley-
Gephardt proposal the bracket widths for joint returns are approxi-
mately 200 percent of the widths for single returns. Therefore, it
virtually eliminates the raarriage penalties due to the rate sched-
ules.

Under current law, a special deduction is provided for a portion
of the earnings of a second spouse. However, this deduction is
poorly targeted. For many married couples the deduction reduces,
but does not eliminate, the marriage penalty. Moreover, it in-

2 In additivn o the ZBA and persunal exempuiuns, Kemp-Kasten provides an exclusion fur 20
percent of earned income up iv the FICA wage base. Above the FICA wage base, 20 pervent of
gross income s added bak. The effect of the exclusivn s tv tax wage meume beluw the FICA
maximum at an eflfectave rate of abuut 19.2 percent. Inwwme abuve the FICA maxiuum i taxed
at an effective rate of approximately 28.8 percent.

3 For approximately 45 percent of jount returns with twu wage earners in 1979 the spouse
with the lower earnings aceounted for less than 25 poent of wwmbined wages. \Unpublished
data from the Intemal Revenue Service).
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creases the marriage benus for many married taxpayers who have
never suffered from a marrisge penalty. In addition, by violating
the objective that married couples with equal income should pay
the same amount of tax, the deduction means higher taxes for the
family where two jobs are held by one spouse than for the family
where two jobs are held by two spouses.

The Treasury Department’s proposal reduces the marriage penal-
ty by flattening the rate schedules and setting the bracket widths
as indicated, the two-earner deduction would be repealed. Similar-
ly, the Wradley-Gephardt and Kemp-Kasten proposals would re-
duced marriage penalties by flattening the rate schedules, they
would also repeal the two-earner deduction.

Another view of the two-earner deduction is that it is a way of
addressing the imputed income problem. If this view is accepted,
however, single individuals as well as two-earner married couples
should be eligible for the deduction. None of the tax reform propos-
als follow this approach.

TREATMENT OF HEADS OF HOUSEHOLDS

At low and moderate levels of income, heads of households with
taxable sources of income have faced the greatest relative increase
in tax rates in the postwar era. One of the primary causes was the
failure of the personal exemption to keep up with irflation.'* This
shift in relative tax burdens is particularly important because the
proportion of taxpayers that are singie heads of households with
dependents has increased more than threefold, from 2.6 percent to
8.8 percent, between 1962 and 1982.'5 In addition, while poverty
scales and other measures show that it costs about the same to sup-
port a given standard of living for an adult with one child as for
two adults, the tax system generally treats two adults more favor-
ably even when both have the capability of working and there are
no additional expenses for dependents.

The Treasury Department’s proposal would help alleviate this
situation in two ways. First, the value of the dependent exemption
would be increased from $1,090 to $2,000. Second, the level of the
ZBA is raised so that it falls slightly more than halfway between
the ZBAs for single returns and joint returns. (Under current law
the ZBA for heads of household returns is set at the level of a
single return). Although the proposed increase in the ZBA for
heads of households under the Treasury Department's proposal
may be desirable on equity grounds, it also increases the divorce
bonus. For most taxpayers, however, the divorce bonus is probably
too low to offset the high monetary and personal costs of divorce.
The Bradley-Gephardt proposal recognizes the special circum-
stances of heads of households by providing a higher personal ex-
emption for the taxpayer ($1,800 rather than $1,600). The Kemp-
Kasten proposal also provides relief by increasing the amount of
the dependent exemption from $1,090 to $2,000.

14 See Steuerle, Op. Cit. .
1$Internal Revenue Service, various issues.
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TREATMENT OF CHILD AND DEPENDFENT CAiY EXPENSES

Current law provides a nonrefundable credit for certain child
and dependent care expenses. Congress justified this credit on the
grounds that these expenses must be incurred by many taxpayers
to earn a living and are comparable to other business expenses. If
this rationale is accepted, however, the expenditures should be de-
ductible, like other business expenses, rather than creditable.

Another rationale for the child care credit or deduction is to
adjust for the failure of the tax system to tax imputed income de-
rived from the provsion of child care services by the spouse who
does not work outside the home. The deduction would ensure that
persons who purchase child care services would be treated the
same as those who provide the services themselves. both activities
would be tax-exempt. If this approach is accepted, however, persons
who neither purchase child care services nor provide it themselves
would be treated less favorably, because they do not have imputed
income from child care services.!%

Others would argue that a child-care credit or deduction is justi-
fied in order to treat more equally those who work outside the
home and those who work in the home—even if the taxation of im-
puted income for working in the home is not the issue. For exam-
ple, a single head of houschold earning $15,000 outside the home
and paying $4,000 for child care has less ability to pay tax than a
two-earner couple with $15,000 of income earned outside the home,
but no child care costs.

Under current law the credit for dependent care expenses is tar
geted to benefit low-income taxpayers. Implicitly, the current credit
favors work outside the home for certain lower-income taxpayers
and discourages work outside the home for higher-income taxpay-
ers. With a given rate schedule, it may be desirable to target the
cost of a child-care allowance in this manner in order to increase
the progressivity of the tax system. When rate schedules can be
changed at the same time, however, any degree of progressivity can
be established at any income level. Under the Treasury Depart-
ment’s proposal, the complicated dependent care credit is replaced
with a simpler deduction for both itemizers and non itemizers. This
change reflects the view that expenditures for child and dependent
care are an expense related to earning income. Further, these ex-
penses, which are incurred in order to obtain or maintain employ-
ment, affect the taxpayer's ability to pay taxes at all income levels.
The Bradley-Gephardt proposal would also allow a deduction for all
taxpayers for child care expenses. However, the deduction would
be allowed only against income taxed at the 14 percent rate, pro-
viding, in effect, a 14 percent credit for eligible expenses. The
Kemp-Kasten proposal would disallow deductions for these ex-
penses.

TRANSFERS WITHIN THE FAMILY

Because of progressive tax rates, parents with significant wealth
can reduce their tax liability by shifting taxable incume to their

1¢ MeIntyre and Oldman (1977, p. 225.
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children. Parents generally shift taxable income to their children
by giving income-earning assets to their children or by establishing
trusts that pay income to their children. Because of this asset shift-
ing, a portion of the family’s income will be taxed at the child’s
lower marginal tax rate. In effect, current law allcws a family to
split its income among family members and thereby reduce its ag-
gregate tax liability.

The ability to reduce taxes by shifting investment income to chil-
dren primarily benefits wealthy taxpayers. Families whose income
is largely from wages, i.e,, those with only modest amounts of sav-
ings, do little income shifting and therefore pay tax on almost all
income at the parents’ marginal tax rate. These parents are unable
to allocate a portion of their wages or income on their savings to
their children who have lower marginal tax rates.

Under the Treasury Department’s proposals, property income of
children who are under 14 years old would be taxed at the parents’
marginal tax rate. The child would still be allowed a personal ex-
emption of $2,000 in addition to the $2,000 dependent exemption
taken by parents or guardians. In addition, the use of various trust
instruments to shift income among family members would be re-
stricted. Some exceptions would be made where it was clear that
the property derived from the child’s own earnings or from trans-
fers from persons other than the parents. The Bradley-Gephardt
and Kemp-Kasten proposals would also reduce the attractiveness of
trusts by taxing trust income at the top marginal tax rate and by
changing various “throwback” rules which determine how trust
income will eventually be calculated.

TREATMENT OF THE POOR: THE EARNED INCOME TAX CREDIT

Under current law, the ZBA and personal exemptions are the
primary instruments for exempting the poor from taxation. Cur-
rent law also provides relief for the poor through the earned
income tax credit (EITC). The EITT 1s a refundable credit against
income taxes for a portion of the earned income of certain low
income households with children. The EITC reduces income taxes
on the earnings of the poor and provides refunds to those with no
income tax liabilities.

One objective of the EITC is to increase the incentives to work
for those on welfare. When it was enacted, it was viewed as a way
of reducing inequities in public assistance coverage between work-
ing and non-working poor and of encouraging the poor to seek
work. As a pure welfare program, the EITC might be viewed as de-
ficient because it is inversely related to need for incomes up to
$5,000, that is, those with earned incomes of $5,000 receive a larger
credit than those with earned incomes of $3,000. Nevertheless, the
larger credit may be justified, if the purpose of the credit is te in-
crease work incentives. In addition, the credit is not related to
family size, although larger families are in greater need of assist-
ance than smaller families. Other welfare programs and tax provi-
sions take differences in family size into account.

In order to restrict the benefits of the EITC to low income per-
sons, it must phase out in certain income ranges. In those phase-
out ranges, the incentive to earn an additional dollar is actually re-

68




65

duced because the gradual loss of credit that accompanies in-
creased income is similar to a tax on that increased income. Under
current law, the EITC begins tu phase out when earned income
reaches $6,500. For families with earned incomes of $6,500 or more,
the EITC reduces the incentive to work more, although the incen-
tive to work rather than not work increases because the credit
adds to .fter-tax income. For families with incomes of 3,000 or less
the EITC provides incentives both to work in general and also to
earn an extra dollar for additional work.

Another objective of the EITC is to moderate the effect of the
payroll tax (social security tax) on low income workers. Because the
payroli tax is levied on the first dollar of earnings up to the maxi-
mum taxable amount, it is a heavy burden on low income workers.
However, the EITC is an inadequate offset for payroll taxes, be-
cause the credit rate is lower than the social security tax rate.!”
Moveover, if the credit is viewed solely as a payroll tax offst, it
should be extended to all working poor, including single persons
and married couples without children. Extending the credit to
these groups would be costly. In addition, it would be difficult to
prevent certain individuals who are not poor in actuality—such as
working children—f{rcm claiming the credit.

Despite the incomplete application of the EITC to its varivus ob-
jectives, the Treasury Department'’s proposal retains it and indexes
the dollar amounts for inflation. If the credit were repealed, one of
the goals of the Treasury Department’s proposals—maintaining the
current distribution of the tax burden—could not be achieved. Be
cause the EITC is the only refundable credit applying to individ-
uals, its repeal would raise the negative tax burden of many low
income individuals to zero or higher. If a major redesign of the
credit is believed to be desirable, it probably should be considered
in the context of an examination of all forms of dire:t and indirect
assistance for low-income families.

The Bradley-Gephardt proposal would retain the current EITC.
The Kemp-Kasten proposal would increase the cr:dit percentage,
but would phase out the credit faster than current law. The Kemnp-
Kasten proposal would also index for inflation the dollar amcunts
of the credit.
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FAMILY CHARACTERISTICS AND HORIZONTAL EQUITY: A
COMPARISON OF THREE TAX REFORM PROPOSALS*

Gregg A. Esenwein®*
ABSTRACT

Reforming the Federal individual income tax is an issue which
- has generated considerable interest in recent months. Three of the
most prominent tax reform plans are the Bradley/Gephardt, |
Kemp/Kasten, and Treasury proposals. A reoccurring theme in the |
debate over tax reform is that of horizontal equity, the equal tax |
treatment of equals. Of the various factors which tend to influence |
horizontal equity, two, marital status and family size are the sub-
ject of analysis in this report. The purpose of the report is to ana-
lyze how these three reform proposals differ in their treatment of
marital status and family size and how these differences affect hor-
izontal equity.

INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY.

Reforming the Federal individual income tax is an issue which
has generated considerable interest in recent months. Numerous
proposals have been offered and several have been introduced as
legislation in the 99th Congress. Of these, the two legislative pro-
Posals receiving the greatest attention are the Bradley/Gephardt
‘Fair Tax Act of 1985” (H.R. 800/S. 409) and the Kemp/Kasten
“Fair and Simple Tax Act of 1985” (H.R. 777/S. 825). The Treasury
Department has also been involved in studying tax reform, recent-
ly releasing an option paper entitled “Tax Reform for Fairness,
Simplicity, and Economic Growth”.

There are three commonly accepted gc.... of equity under an I

income tax; pregressivity, marriage neutrality, and the equal tax-
ation of those w.th equal incomes. Progressivity involves guestions
of vertical equity, while marriage neutraliz and the equal taxation
~f equals involve horizontal equity issues. A pseblem arises, howev-
er, in that the three goals tend to be mutually vxclusive. That is, in
general, an income tax can be designed to achieve any two of the
goals, but it can not simultaneously achieve all three. Hence, re-
forming the income tax system by definition will involve choices
“ among these three competing concepts of equity.

In the current debate over tax reform, progressivity hus not been
an issue and the debate has focused on issues of horizontal equity.
The current income tax system is often criticized as violating hori-

* EpITUR’S NOTE. - Since this paper was urginally prepaied, the Kemp Kuwsten tux propusal bas
been umended slightly, The changes most relevant tu the analyses in this repurt are the in-
crease in the Zery Bracket Amuunt ZBA for heads of huuschulds and the decreuse in the ZBA
for single taxpayers and married couples filing jointly.

** Economic Analyst, Economics Division—Congressional Research Service.
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zontal equity in that similarly situated individuals often pay very
dissimilar amounts of income tax. These horizontal inequities
occur, in part, because under the current income tax system an in-
dividual's tax liability is influenced by the source of his income, the
use of his income, his marital status, and the size of the taxpaying
unit to which he belongs.

Of the various factors which tend to introduce horizontal inequi-
ties into the tax system, two, marital status and family size, are
the subjects of analysis in this report. All three of the tax proposals
mentioned earlier would affect either implicitly or explicitly, the
influence of marital status and family size as determinants of tax
liability. The purpose of this report, therefore, is to analyze how
these tax proposals differ in their treatment of marital status and
family size and what these differences mean in terms of horizontal
equity.

The remainder of this section contains a brief summary of find-
ings of the analysis. The second section provides a detailed descrip-
tion of how, under each reform proposal, marital status would in-
fluence final tax liabilities. The final section examines how tax li-
abilities would vary among families of different size and filing
status under the three reform proposals.

All three of the tax reform proposals would continue to define
married couples as the tax unit and would, as a consequence, con-
tinue to violate the principle of marriage neutrality. In addition,
all three proposals would repeal the two-earner marital deduction.
Other structural changes would also affect the magnitude and
extent of the maximum marriage penalty under each reform pro-
posal. Based on the analysis contained in section I, the following
observations regarding the maximum marriage penalty experi-
enced by two-earner couples with 50/50 income splits are possible:

1. Bradley/Gephardt would eliminate the “marriage penal-
ty” for two-earner married couples with incomes below ap-
proximately $50,000. Two-earner married couples with incomes
above $50,000 would experience a “marriage penalty”, but in
most cases, it would be less than the penalty under current
income tax law.

2. Kemp/Kasten would substantially increase the maximum
“marriage penalty’’ compared to current tax law for two-
earner married couples with incomes of $30,000 or less. Two-
earner married couples with incomes n excess of approximate-
ly $40,000 would experience a substantial reduction in the
maximum “marriage penalty”’.

3. The Treasury proposal would also increase the maximum
“marriage penalty” for two-earner married couples with in-
comes of approximately $50,000 or less. The increase, however,
would be smaller than that under the Kemp/Kasten proposal.
Two-earner married couples with incomes over $50,000 would
experience a slight reduction in the maximum “marriage pen-
alty” as compared to current law.

Under the current income tax system, there i a wide variance in
the effective income tax rates of families with equal pre-tax stand-
ards of living. In general, large families tend to bear a_relatively
larger tax burden than do smaller families. By calculating the ef-
fective income tax rates of families with different characteristics
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but equal pre-tax standards of living, it was possible to determine
how these three tax reform proposals would affect this aspect of
horizontal equity. Based on these calculatiuns, the foll. wing obser-
vations can be made.

1. Bradiey/Gephardt would increase the differentials in ef-
fective income tax rates for families of varving size who have
pre-tax incomes which would equate their standards of living.
That is, large families would be taxed more heavily relative to
small families than they are under the current income tax
system. The child care provisions contained in the Bradley/
Gephardt proposal help to mitigate these differentials for those
families with child care expenses, but in the aggregate do not
reduce them below current law levels.

2. The Kemp/Kasten proposal would substantially reduce
the differentials between the effective income tax rates of large
and small families with equal pre-tax standards of living. Al-
though Kemp/Kasten would eliminate the child care provi-
sions, other structural changes are such that there would be a
more equal distribution of the tax burden than under current
law, among families of varying size and filing status.

3. The Treasury proposal would also substantially reduce the
differentials between the effective income tax rates of large
and small families with equal pre-tax standards of living. The
Treasury’s child care provisions reduce the differentials even
further and would come close to equating the effective income
tax rates of large and small families with equal pre tax stand-
ards of living.

The three tax reforin proposals in question were forced to make
a choice between three competing concepts of equity. All three pro-
posals opted for progressivity. Bradley/Gephardt appears to stress
elimination of the marriage penalty at the expense of greater in
equality between the relative tax burdens of families of different
size and filing status. Both Kemp/Kasten and the Treasury take
the opposite tack, emphasizing more equality in the relative tax
burdens of large and small families, while at the same time produc
ing a much more pronounced marriage penalty.

I. THE MARRIAGE PENALTY AND TAX REFORM

One widely accepted goal of the individual income tax is that it
should be marriage neutral. Marriage neutrality means that the
tax system should nd! influence the choice of individuals with
regard to their marital status. Marriage neutrality, however, tends
to conflict with two other concepts of equity. that couples with the
same income should pay the same tax and that the tax system
should be progressive.-

By defining the married couple as a single tax unit, the current
individual income tax violates the principal of marriage neutrality.

' It should be noted that the argument for equal taxation of couples with the same tutal
income s weukest wuen the comparnisun 18 between twu-eatner marned wouples and vnecaroer
married couples. It can be argued that .n this case the couples are, in fact, nut eyual since the
una-earner couple benefits frum the extia tume availuble to the nunwutking spouse, a besefit avt
available to the two-earner wuple. If this principle is acceptled, then the three cunvepts uf equity
are no longer in conflict.
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Some married couples pay more income tax than they would as
two singles, while other married couples pay less income tax than
they would as two singles. The current tax system creates a situa-
tion ir; which there are both marriage penalties and marriage bo-
nuses.

The existence of the marriage penalty has long been recognized
and the Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981 contained provisions
designed to mitigate the problem. As a result of the 1981 Act, two-
earner married couples are allowed to exempt from tax 10 percent >
of the lower earning spouse’s earned income (the maximum deduc-
tion is $3,000). Although this partial deduction helps alleviate the
marriage penalty, it does not eliminate it in all cases.

The three most important structural factors affecting the mar-
riage neutrality of an income tax are the personal exemptions,
standard deductions (zero bracket amounts), and the tax rate
schedules. For the system to be marriage neutral, the personal ex-
emption, standard deduction, and tax rate brackets for a joint
return should be twice that of a single return. This, in essence,
would produce a system comparable to optional separate filing.

The largest penalty is experienced by couples whose income is
equally divided. The penalty occurt because the income of one
spouse is added on to the income of the other spouse and taxed a
higher marginal rate that it wuld have been if they both filed
single returns. Had the joint tax rate brackets been exactly twice
that of the single schedule, the penalty would not occur.

Under 1985 income tax law, the personal exemption for a single
return is $1,040 and the personal exemption for a joint return with
no dependents is $2,080. The standard deduction for a single return
is $2,390, while the standard deduction for a joint return is only
$3,540, less than twice the standard deduction for a single return.
This trend continues throughout the tax rate structure, where for
joint returns, the income level at which a given tax rate is applied
is always less than twice that of a single return.

This section focuses ~n how these tax reform proposals would
affect couples experiencing the maximum marriage penalty, those
with 50/50 income splits. Table 1 shows the marriage penalty for
these couples under 1985 law, Bradley/Gephardt, Kemp/Kasten,
and the Treasury tax reform proposal. The penalty is measured in
terms of the perce.tage difference in the tax liability of a married
couple compared to two singles with the same income. For exam-
ple, as seen in column 1, the tax liability of a two-earner married
couple with $20,000 of income would be about 5 percent more than
two singles. The penalty under current law increases as incomes in- .
crease, peaking at around $75,000. At incomes above $75,000, the
penalty declines because the rate of progression in the tax rates for
joint returns starts to flatten out.

2 Mu.riage bonuses occur only when one spouse earns more than 80 percent of the couple's
tutw. income. The maximum marriage penalty veeurs when each spouse earns o0 pervent of the
total income. Given recent changes in public atlitudes, it has been suggested that the existence
of marriage bunuses present less of a problem than marriage penalties, sinve fewer pevple wuuld
be expected tu marry solely tu reduce their tax liabilities compared to the number of singles
who might opt for cohabitation rather than marriuge in vrder to reduce their tax abilities,
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TABLE 1.—PERCENTAGE DIFFERENCE IN TAX LIABILITY OF TWO EARNER MARRIED COUPLES AND

TWO SINGLES 2
(I percent])
Combined mooms; fevel c"("l?"s')"‘ m Kemp/hasten  fressary
$20,000.0000c0mm0s v ceveesees snenrninn = sorresneine ssese smaris oo sematsies s £esrrine 479 0 2879 17.31
$25,000..c.00curmsvmmssenesons sereen v o 608 0 17.92 11.69
830,000.00rvuneirer « crmasn w5 wneisern o sssnns anneans s srmns st on 1 8.73 0 1301 3.82
$40,000 P, 1092 0 841 15.13
$50,000. 1351 2100 62 13.97
$75,000 1565 1310 375 12.80
$100,000. 1244 812 241 10.29

1 Assumes all oxome &5 wagesssianes. thal the standard Oeducion was taken axd that te mamed couples had 3 50,50 income spht.

Under the Bradley/Gephardt plan, the marriage penalty would
be eliminated for two-earner married couples with incomes below
$40,000. At these income levels, the combined standard deduction
and personal exemptions for a joint return are $9,200, exactly twice
that of a single return. In conjunction with a flat tax rate of 14
percent for both joint and single returns, those structural changes
result in marriage neutrality.

At income levels above $40,000, however, the Bradley/Gephardt
proposal would produce a marriage penalty. The penalty would be
most pronounced for two-earner married couples at the $50,000
income level. The reason for the marriage penalty at these income
levels is the surtax on adjusted gross income (AGI). The surtax for
joint returns kicks in at 12 percent for AGI in excess of $25,000 for
singles and $40,000 for joint filers and 16 percent for AGI in excess
of 537,500 for singles and $65,000 for joint filers. Since the AGI
levels at which the surtax becomes effective for joint returns are
less than twice the levels where they become effective for single re-
turns, two-earner married couples subject to the surtax will pay
more tax that would two singles.

Under Kemp/Kasten, the marriage penalty for couples with in-
comes under $30,000 is more pronounced than it is under current
law. The reason for this is that the standard deduction for a joint
return is $3500, while the combined standard deduction for two sin-
gles is $5400.

Since Kemp/XKasten has a flat rate tax and the $1900 difference
in the standard deductions is fixed, the marriage penalty as a per-
centage of tax liability declines as incomes increase. For two-earner
married couples with incomes in excess of $40,000, the penalty is
less than that under current law.

Under the Treasury proposal, the marriage penalty as a percent-
age of tax liability is more pronounced than under current law for
two-earner married couples with incomes below approximately
$20,000. The penalty results from the fact that the standard deduc-
tion and associated tax rate schedule for joint returns is less than
twice that of single returns. As incomes increase, however, the rel-
ative penalty becomes less pronounced, eventually falling below the
levels of current law.

To summarize, it appears that Bradley/Gephardt has placed
more emphasis on eliminating the marriage penalty than has
Kemp/Kasten or the Treasury. Bradley/Gephardt eliminates the
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penalty for two-earner couples with incomes below $50,000 and re-
duces he penalty for two-earner couples with incomes above
$50,000. Kemp/Kasten increases the penalty for two-earner couples
with income below $30,000 and reduces it at higher income levels.
The Treasury proposal would also increase the penalty for certain
couples, those with incomes below $50,000, while reducing it at
higher income levels.

1I. Famivry Size AND T'ax REForM .

One concept of equity th.. is somewhat difficult to define and,
hence, one that has generated considerable debate, is how an
income tax should treat families of different size. At one end of the
spectrum are those who would argue that children constitute “con-
sumption” (a voluntary expenditure} on the part of their parents. If
children do constitute consumption, then there should be no special
provisions for families with children, since under an income tax,
the assessment of tax should not be influenced by the use of
income. At the other end of the spectrum are those that would
argue that children represent an investment in the future, an in-
vestment in human capital which p-ovides benefits both to the par-
ents and to society in general. If they are an investment, then the
costs associated with raising children should theoretically be de-
ductible under an income tax.

There is no clear cut theoretically correct answer to this issue,
although it appears that popular opinion falls somewhere between
these two extreme views. That is, under an income tax, some at-
tempt should be made to account for differences in family size
when income taxes are assessed. The basis for this line of reasoning
is that equity requires that each family experience equal sacrifice,
families with equal pre-tax standards of living should be assessed
taxes such that they are able to maintain equal after-tax standards
of living. In other words, families with equal pre-tax standards of
living should pay the same percentage of their income in taxes.

For example, assume that a family of four requires $20,000 to
maintain a given standard of living, while a family of six requires
$30,000 to maintain the same standard. To satisfy the principal of
equal sacrifice, each family should pay the same proportion of their
income in taxes. That is, they should have the same effective
income tax rate. Hence, to be equitable, if the family of four pays
$2000 in tax (10 pecent of its income), then the six-person family
should pay $3000in tax (10 percent of its income).

If this 1s, in fact, the equitable way to assess income taxes the
question then becomes. what is the relationship between family .
size and in.ume levels needed to equate pre-tax standards of living?

Several income equivalency indexes have been developed to show
the income levels needed to equate the standards of living of differ-
ont sized families, A common feature of these indexes is that, due ‘
to the “club” nature of household goods and economies of scale, the
additional increments of income required to maintain a given
standard of living decrease as family size increases. For example, if
one assumes that a two-person family required $20,000 of income to
achieve a given standard of living, a four-person family, rather
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than needing $40,000 of income, could achieve the same standard of
living on, say, $30,000 of income.

To analyze how well these three tax proposals meet this criterion
of equity, the tax liabilities of differentsized families with equal
pre-tax standards of living were calculated under each proposal. An
equivalency index for poverty level budgets was used to determine
the income levels needed tu equate the pre-tax standards of living
of families with two to six members.? The income level of a two-
person family to which the index was applied was chosen to rough-
ly reflect 2 median standard of living. It should be noted that this
equivalency index was designed to reflect the experiences of fami-
lies at or near the poverty level and may or may not reflect the
relationship of families at median income levels. This analysis as-
sumes, however, that the index is valid for use in equating pre-tax
standards of living for median income families.

Three types of family units were used in the analysis, married
one-earner, married two-earner, and single head of household. In
order to account for the intrinsic value of an adult who stayed at
home, it was assumed that to maintain the same standard of living,
one-earner married couples required incomes that were $7000 less
than the incomes of two-earner married couples and single heads of
households. The $7000 amount was chosen to roughly reflect the
income that could be earned by an individual with a full-time job
that paid the minimum wage. As a result, family incomes ranged
from $20,286, for a one-earner married couple with no dependents,
to $54,572 for a single head of household with five dependents. it is
important that the reader realize that these income levels are as-
sumed to represent the incomes which would equate the pre-tax
standard of living of all the families regardless of their filing status
or size.

Tables 2 and 3 present the results of these calculations. Table 2
shows the effective income tax rates of families with equal pre-tax
standards of living assuming no child care expenses. Table 3 shows
the same information assuming child care expenses are incurred.
Child care expenses were assumed to be $2400 for one child and
$4800 for two or more children.*

Certain points about the data contained in these tables are worth
mentioning. Due to the nature of the assumptions, the reader is
cautioned about placing too much emphasis on the actual numeri
cal values of the data presented. For instance, in tables 2 and 3,
across-the-board comparisons of the level of effective tax rates can
be misleading since it is not clear that all three proposals would
have the same effect on aggregate Federal revenues. The important
comparison in these tables is how effective tax rates vary by family
characteristics under a given reform proposal.

;Pcchmnn. Joseph A. Federal Tax Puliy, 4th ed. The Brovkings Institution. Washingtun,
1983. p. 79.

4 Under current luw, a tax oredit 1s available fur certain chuld expenses incurred for the pur

se v being gainfully cmpluyed. The maximuns cxgmnaca tu whiach the vredit can be applied s
gg.400 for vne vhild and $4,500 fur twe ur mure children. Bradley. Gephardt would Jhunge this
credit v a deductivn himuted tv the employment relaled expunses invurred duning the taxable
year, Kemp: Kasten would repeal the child care credit. The Treasuy propusal wuui,d change the
credit to a deduction subject to the same dollar limitations as current law.
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It should also be noted that the family characteristics used in
these calculations are not necessarily representative of the popula-
tion as a whole. They were chosen to provide illustrative examples
only. Finally, it should be noted that all three tax reform proposals
would reduce the level of income taxes for all of these families
compared to the level of income taxes under current law. Hence, in
the following analysis, when a tax reform plan is described as re-
ducing or increasing the differences in effective income tax rates
among families, the reference is to relative differences rather than
absolute differences.

TABLE 2.—EFFECTIVE INCOME TAX RATES OF FAMILIES WITH EQUAL PRE-TAX STANDARDS OF

LIVING ¢
cone Etfective income tax rates {percent)
Famy tye and lamdy suze s Cwrentlw B ;
e Ghwn K Do
Marsied one-earner-
UV ORURPNVRIV (| X L. 1031 1.85 10.33 93
K s 25,743 1146 845 1034 929

TUOUT mae 319 2 N3 9w
e aS69 1553 103 18 10
85712 1698 1203 1299 1081

2 21,286 11.80 928 12.60 1on
3. 32,18 12.83 964 12.24 1051
A 41,202 .72 1054 12.50 1104
5. 48,569 1637 12.60 12.53 1213
TR, 54,572 17.39 138 12.38 1263
Single head of household
2 v mme erraee o s s e s 0286 15.29 1203 1331 1088
3 SRR /- K] 16.52 1393 12.82 1118
4. 41,202 18.97 1643 13.34 1280
5. 48.569 20.65 1820 14.70 1362

54,512 .19 19.24 1537 1396

§ Assumes all wage/salaty ecome 308 0o itemized deduction
2 Assumes 50750 ncome st

TABLE 3.—EFFECTIVE INCOME TAX RATES OF FAMILIES WITH CHILD CARE EXPENSES AND EQUAL
PER-TAX STANDARDS OF LIVING INCOMES *

Iocone Effective income tax ra'es (peroent)
Famdy type ad lamuly sue
i
Matnied one-earnes:
2. e . e e . $20.286 1031 165 10.33 I3
I . VOOV . ¥ L X 1146 845 11.34 923
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Single b

. Co . e 286 1344 1080 13.31 956
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TABLE 3.— EFFECTIVE INCOME TAX RATES OF FAMILIES WITH CHILD CARE EXPENSES AND EQUAL
PER-TAX STANDARDS OF LIVING INCOMES *~—Continued

Ettectve moome tax rates (peccent)

Incore
Farly type 30d famdy size fevels  Curent law  Bradley/ Kemp/
85 Cophaidt  fasten O

4o — R } 1173 16.64 14.80 1334 989
§ rtnrn st crtsmates cosans s o wr e eow 48569 18.67 1682 14.10 1115
B sasncs e s ccmansesta st w4872 20.03 1801 1537 1176

3 Ascumes all wage/ssliry income and 1o femezed deducticns.
2 Assumes $0/50 income sphit
3 Assumes deductible i3 care wxpenses of $2400 for one chid and $4300 for two or more chiidren.

As can be seen in tables 2 and 3, under the current income tax
system there is a significant variation in the rates of tax paid by
essentially equivalent families. This variation in effective tax rates
is a result of differences in family size and filing status and indi-
cates an inequitable distribution of the tax burden. With regard to
family size, smaller families bear a much lighter tax burden than
do larger families. For example, the effective income tax rate of a
married one-earner couple with no children is only 10.31 percent
while a married one-earner couple with four children and an equiv-
alent pre-tax standard of living has an eifective tax rate of 16.98
percent.

Filing status also influences the distribution of the tax burden,
with married one-earner couples bearing the lighest burden fol-
lowed by two-earner married couples. Heads of households incur
the heaviest tax burden. For instance, in table 2, a married one-
earner couple with two children has an effective tax rate of 13.79
percent, a married two-earner couple with two children has an ef-
fective tax rate of 14.72 percent, while a single head of household
with three children has an effective tax rate of almost 19 percent.

The child care provisions help to mitigate t' :se differentials, al
though they are not eliminated. For example, in table 3, the effec-
tive tax rate of a single head of household with three dependents is
16.64 percent compared to 18.97 percent in tuble 2. Hence, in gener-
al, the current law child care provisions help to reduce the distor-
tions in effective tax rates between married one-earner families
with children and married two-earner/single head of household
families with children.

Under Bradley/Gephardt, these same patterns are repeated.
large families are taxed more heavily than small families and
single heads of households are taxed more heavily than married
couples. However, it appears that the distortions in the effective
income tax rates among families of different size and filing status
are more pronounced under Bradley,Gephardt than under current
law. The increase is primarily the result of two structural changes
contained in the Bradley/Gephardt plan.

First, the persvnal exemption for adults filing joint or single re-
turns would be $1600 per person (31800 for heads of households)
while the personal exemption fur dependents would only be $1000.
This tends to increase the distortions in effective tax rates between
families with several children and those with few or no children.
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Second, Bradley/Gephardt would, with the exception of the per-
sonal exemption, eliminate the head of household filing status. The
personal exemption for single heads of households would be $200
more than that of a single, but they would be subject to the same
standard deduction and surtax rates as single filers. This change
would increase the distortion between the tax burden of families
filing joint returns and those of equal size filing head of household
returns. The child care provisions under Bradley/Gephardt would
help to mitigate these distortions in the tax burdens of similar fam-
ilies, but the distortions would remain larger than those under cur-
rent law.

As was the case under both current law and Bradley/Gephardt,
the same patterns in the distribution of the tax burden appear
under Kemp/Kasten. Kemp/Kasten, however, would, when com
pared to current law, reduce the distortion in effective tax rates
among families with equal pre-tax standards of living. It does this
primarily through an increase in the personal exemptions and by
increasing the standard deduction for head of household returns
relative to joint returns. Although Kemp/Kasten would eliminate
the current law child care credits, it would still produce a substan-
tial improvement, compared to current law (which includes the
child care credit), in the distribution of the tax burden among simi
larly situated families.

The Treasury proposai would also substantially reduce the distor-
tions in the effective tax rates of families with equal pre-tax stand-
ards of living. As was the case with Kemp/Kasten, this improve-
ment is achieved through an increase in the exemptions for de-
pendents and an increase in the standard deduction for heads of
households relative to that of joint returns. In addition, the child
care provisions containad in the T:easury proposal would effective-
ly eliminate the distortions in the distribution of the tax burden
among similarly situated families.
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IMPLICATIONS OF TAX ALTERNATIVES FOR FAMILIES:
HOW TEN FAMILIES FARE UNDER FIVE TAX PROPOSALS

Martha H. Phillips*

The current tax reform debate and particularly the flat tax con-
cept are motivated by several concerns. Sponsors contend that ev-
eryone ought to pay a fair share of the tax burden and that special
tax breaks, allowances and exempted forms of income which
permit some, usually wealthy, taxpayers to escape most of their tax
burden ought to be repealed. There is also a belief that the present
tax structure is far too complicated and difficult for our self-admin-
istered tax system. Another major emphasis is on reducing the
marginal tax rates. The top tax rate is currently 50 percent, twent,
percentage points less than the 70 percent rate in effect until 1981.

There are several things the flat tax sponsors do not want to do.
They all maintain that enactment of a flat tax ought not to be a
revenue-increasing event. Therefore, each proposal is defended by
its sponsor(s) as a revenue-neutral plan, (the difficulties of estimat-
ing &nd the debate over static versus dynamic assumptions not-
withstanding.) The sponsors do not want to tax those below the
poverty level, so each has tried to design a tax structure that puts
people with poverty-level incomes below the federal income tax
threshold.

The impact on_ families has always been a factor in tax policy,
and more recently, some interest in the impact of tax policy on
women has been evident as well. Although these concerns have
seldom if ever been a dominant motivation behind major tax initia-
tives, such considerations have spurred successful efforts to incor-
porate limited specific features into the present tax system. The
same may be true of the current tax reform debate. While there is
recognition that women and particularly families may require spe-
cial attention in the development of a tax alternative, this can
hardly be said to be one of the central mutivating factors or evalua-
tion criteria.

YARDSTICKS FOR MEASURING IMPACT ON FAMILIES AND WOMEN

The tax code distinguishes quite «xplicitly in many ways between
married couples and single individuals and between single indj\id-
uals with dependents and those without. However, it is gender-neu-
tra! in its draftmanship. (In one instance ertaining to alimony
payments, for example, it uses the terms, “husband” and “wife,”
but these terms are defined so that “husband” can mean “wife”
and ‘wife” can mean “husband” if the circumstances require.) Nev-

* Deputy Minority Chief of Staff, Committec on Ways & Means. US. Huuse of Representas
tives The views contained in this paper are sulely the authur's and du nut newessanly reflect che
opinions of any Member of the Committee on Ways and Means.

an
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ertheless, it may be useful in this review of flat tax alternatives to
keep in mind several yardsticks for evaluating how families and
women fare under various schemes.

The most straightforward analysis, of course, is simply to com-
pute whether an individual or a family will have more or iess
after-tax income under a proposal compared to present law. This
calculation may become more complicaeted however, if the proposal
raises revenues which are then dedicated to a program serving a
targeted class of families such as low income families with children
or families needing medical assistance. Some families may see their
taxes increase but then recoup those taxes and more under the pro-
gram financed by the new or increased tax. The social security tax
operates in this manner to some extent; the taxes fall heavily on
low income taxpayers, but retirees with low average earnings re-
ceive benefits equal to a higher proportion of their pre-retirement
earnings than do workers with higher earnings.

Another consideration is the relative, rather than the absolute,
position of taxpayers—whether they will be better or worse off
under a proposal than other taxpayers. If, for example, family A is
taxed less than family B under present law and under a proposal
family B’s tax is reduced to the level of family A's, would family A
be considered worse off under the proposal than under present
law? Althougn family A's tax liability has remained the same, it no
longer enjoys an advantage over its neighbors, family B. If both
families experience a net tax reduction or increase at the same
time that the gap between their tax liabilities is narrowed or elimi-
nated, an evaluation can be based on either the size of the relative
gap or the amount of tax-reduction or increase. Perhaps because it
tends to fog political perception, this technique has frequently been
used in the past: adjustments in the structure of ihe tax system
generally have been accompanied (paid for, some would suggest) by
rate reductions. For example, in the Economic Recovery Tax Act of
1981 (ERTA), all families enjoyed a substantial cut in their tax
rates, but two-earner couples were benefited by the creation of a
new deduction to compensate them for the marriage tax ‘‘penalty”
they suffered compared to single workers. In addition, the work re-
lated dependent care credit was increased for families with incomes
below $28,000. Some one-earner families who care for their chil-
dren at home protested that they were treated inequitably because
even though they received the same rate cuts as all taxpayers (and
therefore have lower taxes today than they would have had with-
out the legislation), they did not get as generous treatment as their
two-worker neighbor couples wgo benefited from the new two-
earner deduction and an expanded dependent care credit in addi-
tion to the rate reduction.

Another criterion is the treatment of s, mbolic features of the tax
code. Over the years, many adjustments have been made in recog-
nition of special needs and burdens of families of various types.
The differential rate structure for married, single and head-of-
household taxpayers, the adoption-expense deduction, the two-
earner deduction, the earned income credit, the credit for the elder
ly, the spousal Individual Retirc..ent Account (IRA) deduction are
only a few examples of ways our system of taxes has responded to
political pressures to take into account situations in families’ cir-
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cumstances that affect their ability to pay taxes. Some of these ad-
justments, such as the differential rate structure, the Earned
Income Tax Credit [EITC] or dependent care credit, can reduce a
family’s tazes considerably. But others may have more symbolic
than financial importance. For example, the deduction for the first
$1500 of legal expenses for adopting a ‘“‘special-needs” child with
handicaps or other problems is worth beiween $185 and $750 at
most, depending on the family’s marginal tax rate, a relatively
small amount compared to adoption costs. Yet the feeling that the
cax code should somehow recognize the extraordinary efforts and
expenses involved in these adoptions led to the creation of this de-
duction. Others have proposed a credit or deduction for care of an
elderly or disabled dependent in one’s home as a recognition of the
extra burdens this entails. If such special deductions are eliminated
in order to reduce the tax rates for all fainilies, will taxpayers with
special needs be better or worse off? Even though a family’s tax
burdens may be identical under both present law and a particular
proposal, if it benefits from a provision that symbolically recognizes
its circumstances, a family might well perceive the tax system as
being more favorable.

Some tax provisions have the effect of encouraging or discourag-
ing taxpayer behavior. Some of these effects have been intended,
but some have not. The deduction for two-earner couples, for exam-
ple, was enacted not only in response to equity considerations vis-a-
vis this couple’s tax burden relative to the burden of two single in-
dividuals with the same earnings, but also because it was becoming
apparent that at least some two-earner couples were divorcing or
postponing marriage in order to avoid the tax “penalty” they in-
curred at the wedding. Congress wanted to take taxes out of the
matrimonial decision process. However, the deduction was struc-
tured so that it applied to the first $30,000 earned by the lesser-
earning spouse in all two-earner couples, even those who were en-
joying a inarriage “bonus” relative to two single individuals. The
couples in the bonus range were those whose lesser-earning spouse
earned, generally, twenty percent or less of the couple’s combined
income, due to part-time, part-year, or low-paid employment. These
couples still benefited from using the joint return zero bracket and
rates despite the earnings of the second spouse. Applying the two-
earner deduction to such couples not only compensated them for an
inequity theK had not experienced, but it may have served to en-
courag™ work outside the home by some—usually wives—who oth-
erwise might not have felt that their small net return from em-
ployment after taxes and work expenses made sense in terms of
family priorities.

Horizontal and vertical equity are the traditional ways of meas-
uring tax impact. Horizontal equity is the idea that t payers with
comparable incomes should pay comparable taxes. V.rtical equity
is the notion that tax liability should be based on relative ability to
pay so that taxpayers with higher incomes should be taxed propor-
tionately more than those with lower incomes. These are not diffi-
culi concepts to understand, but they have remained stubbornly
difficult to measure or implement. Horizontal equity is confounded
by having to allow for differences in family composition, as well as
expenditure and earning patterns. Trying to arrive at an equitable

8.3n



80

tax burden for, say, a husband earning $15,000 with a wife who
stays home to care for a child, and a divorced mother who earns
$10,000 and receives $5000 in child support payments which just
covers the cost of dependent care for her two children while she is
at work or a family where the father eams $15,000 to support his
wife and teenage son who himself eamed $5000 during the summer
on a construction job which he will save for college, is at least as
much a political exercise as an exact science.

Vertical equity can be measured by ascertaining the portion of
the tax burden paid by families at different income levels and by
looking at the progressivity of the tax system. Tax cuts or increases
that are equal to a specific percentage of tax burden or rate sched-
ule—such as the 23% cut in tax rates enacted in ERTA or the 10%
surtax imposed in 1986—will have a greater impact on wealthier
taxpayers. A pure version of the flat tax—with everyone paying a
fixed percentage ¢! income regardless of family size, marital status
or poverty thresholds—would violate the principles of vertical
equity. However, most flat tax proposals provide more or less pro-
gressivity by exempting from taxation some portion of taxpayers’
income. This can be accomplished through a standard deduction, a
deduction based on a percentage of earnings, a zero bracket
amount, a credit for taxpayers with low income, or through person-
al exemptions. Several proposals use these in combination to
achieve a considerable degree of progressivity while using only one
to three tax rates.

Closely related t- .he issue of progressivity is the tax treatment
of families and individuals with incomes below the proverty level.
Legislative history in recent years has reflected a fwirly explicit
intent to make sure that the tax threshold—the income at which
people begin to have tax liability—does not fall below the .{ficial
poverty line. The earned income tax credit, the personal exemp-
tion, and the zero bracket amount have been the primary tools to
achieve this policy, although the credit for the elderly also helps to
provide relief for low income elderly people. The stated goal of not
taxing people at or below poverty levels has not been achieved con-
sistently. This is because until recently the rersonai exemption
and the zero bracket amounts were not indexed, and because the
earned income tax credit is still not indexed for inflation. There-
fore the official measure of poverty rose to ever higher dollar levels
while the key tax provisions protecting low-income families were
adjusted only occasionally.

Indexation raises the issue of the impact of a proposal on fami-
lies cver time. While families may fare better under a specific pro-
posal initially than they do today, this may not continue to be the
case if various thresholds, brackets, exemptions and credits are not
indexed to reflect inflation. The earned income tax credit which is
available to certain low income families with ckildren and the de-

endent care tax credit are two examples ‘n present law which
Eave diminishing value—and therefore provide diminishing protec-
tion—for families over time, because they are stated in terms of
specific dollar thresholds which do not increase along with poverty
levels or taxpayers’ incomes.

Finally, measuring the impact of tax alternatives on wornen and
families should include an examinatiors of the tax base. Flat tax
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proposals generally involve widening the tax base to include the
value of some forms of income which are not taxable currently.
Employee benefits, including medical and disability insurance,
group term life insurance, and dependent care assistance provided
by the employer may become subject to income tax under various
tax options, along with the so-called “cafeteria’ feature of some
benefit programs which permits employees to select the combina-
tion of benefits or taxable compensation most appropriate to their
. families’ nceds. When the norm was the breadwinner father and
the at-home mother, little need was seen to provide anything other
than the so-called core benefits—health insurance, disability cover-
age and a retirement plan. However, the workplace now includes
. single mothers, two-earner couples as well as women who have not
married. For them, the option to choose among tax-free benefits or
taxable cash compensation may be attractive. For low-income
single working mothers, access to health insurance at the work-
place is a major concern.
Becanse some types of income are particularly important to
women and families at different points in their life cycles, the in-
clusion or exclusion of these from the tax base is important. In ad-
dition to those types of income already discussed, the reliance by
the elderly on interest and dividends to supplement their retire- |
ment incomes and on whole life insurance should be kept in mind. |
Other income currently excluded from taxation includes benefits of ‘
various types—Aid to Families with Dependent Children, food
stamps, Supplemental Security Income, and other types of means-
tested assistance. Some benefits, such as social security and unem- |
ployment compensation, are partially excluded from taxation, de-
pending on how much other income the family or individual re- ‘
ceives. Given the importance for some families of benefits provided
by employers and the government, the taxation of these benefits
must also ke considered in the analysis of any tux proposal's
impact.

DESCRIPTION OF FLAT TAX ALTERNATIVES

Of the many proposals for flattening the federal income tax

system, five will be discussed in this paper and compared with

present law. They are S. 409/H.E. 800, the “Fair Tax Act of 1985”
sponsored by Senator Brsdley and Representative Gephardt, S.
1006/H.R. 2222, the “Fair and Simple Tax Act of 1985”, FAST,
sponsored by Representative Kemp and Senator Kasten, the Treas-

ury proposal of November, 1984 (including effective date modifica-

tions announced by Secretary Baker on February 27, 1985); H.R.

- 200, the “Ten Percent Flat Tax Rate Act” sponsored by Represent-
ative Siljander; and S. 321 sponsored by Senator DeConcini.! These

. ' All bill numbers are for the 99th Congress. For further descriptions of the foilowing, see.
(Bradley Gephardt) Bill Bradley, The Fair Tax (New York. Simun and Schuster, 1984), (Kemp-
Kasten), Congressional Record, January 31, 1985, iremarks of Scnator Kasten and Congressman
Kemp pp. S 894-902, E 288-291) and Congressional Record, Apnil 29, 1985, iremarks o Congress-
man Kemp. pp. H2679-2680), ('l‘reasu?) .S. Office of the Secretary, Department of the Treas-
ury, November 1984, Tox Reform for Fairness, Simplicity and Economuc Growth, Vol. 2, Siljan-
der) Hearings before the House Committee on Ways and Means, 99th Cong.. 1st Sess. March 27,
1585, testimony of Con§ressman Mark D. Siljander, (DeConciny Robert E. Hall and Alvin Ra-
bushka, The Flat Tax (Stanford, Ca.: Hoover Institution Press, 1985)

85 -




82

| alternatives by no means comprise the entire list of flat tax propos-
: als and the choice of these five was intended to include the alterna-
tives being most widely discussed as well as a range iliustrative of
the variations possible under a flat tax. ‘
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CHART 1.—COMPARISON OF TAX ALTERNATIVES AND PRESENT LAW—Continued
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Kasten

Treasury HR 200 Stharder

16. Deducton for state &  Ded. for temuzess of st. and

local taxts

Exemptions:
17, Personat exemption

18. Additnal exempton

for over 65 vr bind
Zero brackef:

19, Zero brackets/
standa'd deducton.
Joint retum ... .
Single. ... ..
Head of househ

Rate sChedules
20. Rate schedules

ERI

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

loc. teal and pers. Prop.
tax, sales, excise and
ncome taxes

$1,090 (indexed)

$1,090 (indexed)

$3.710

... §2.810
. §2510

(indexed)

14-15 brackets ranging from
11 percent to 50 percent,
separate schedules
according to famly status,
indexed

Repeats deduction for
personat property, and
sales taxes; deduction for
teal property and income
laxes same as present
Taw. Applies only o 14
percent bracket

.. $1,600/taxpayer; $1,600/

spouse; $1.800/h/h,
$1,000/dependents, (not
ndexed)

. S1,000 (sndexed) .. .

$6000..
$3.000
$3.000

(ot mdexed)‘

3 brackets 14-26-30,
diferent schedutes for
martied and Singles not
indexed, 14 percent rate
apohies to taxable income,
other 2 brackets apply to
Adl

. $3.300
.. S2600 .

. {indexed}

Phases out deducten for
nonbusiness st 224 local
income .. 3 other taxes
(50 percent ded. in 1986,
0 percent thereafter)

Repeals deduction for sales,
income, and persendt
property taxes

Sime as present lw .

$2,000 (index $2.000 {indexed) $2100 (indexed)

Repealed and folded into d
credit (see 23 below)

$2.000 (indexed) Repeated

.. §3800

.. $2.800

$3,500
(indexed)

Repeated
$3.200 .

3 brackets 15-25-35,
separale schedu'e
according to family status
ngexed

1 1ate of 10 peccent of
adjusted gross ncome for
Al taxpayers

1 rate of 24 percent for 3l
taxpayers

$9.4%0/matned, $8,400/0/
b, $4,725/sugls, $1890/
degendent (ndexed)

Repeaind

Repaaid

1 rate of 19 percent foratt
tarpayess




CHART 1.—COMPARISON OF TAX ALTERNATIVES AND PRESENT LAW—Continued
Credits:

21. Earned ingome credit . .. 11 percent of fist $5.000,  Same as present bW unnner CFICAnte (143perceatin  Same aspresent law, but  Credit repedled.

phased ut 3t 122% 1986) times applxatee indexed, 1986 levels: 11
percent between $6,500 amount: $4,500-1 percent of $5,250, max.
and $11,000, maximum quified dependent credit of $578, phaseout
credit is $550. (not $5,000-2 qual. dep. at $11,550. 125 percent
indexed) $5,500-3 or more qual. of 1986 levels: 11 percent
dependents phase out at of $6,563, max. credit of
15 percent rate. Maimum  $722, phaseout at
1986 ENTC: $644, 715, $14,315
781. (indexed)

22. Dependant care.. ... 30-20 percent credit 0n Deduction of expenses up to  Credit repealed. ...oouoveen . Deduction of expenses up to  Creddt repealed.

expenses up to $2.400 for  $2.400 for one Cependent, $2,400 for one dependent,

one dependent, $4,800 for  $4,800 for two or more; $4,800 for two or more;

two or more nonitemaers may use this mi(emizers may use ths
ded. .

Credit repealed

Credit repedied

BEST COPY AVAlLADLE

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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OVERVIEW

Chart 1 details many of the specific provisions affecting individ-
ual taxpayers from each of the tax proposals. The focus here is on
the “meat and potatoes” provisions used by most families, there-
fore the provisions relating to sophisticated tax shelters, incume
from businesses and capital and esoteric items ignored by all but
the most dedicated tax avoiders are omitted. Plans have been in-
dexed where appropriate to their 1986 levels, the first effective
year for several of them. .

Present law, of course, is a graduated system with 14 or 15 tax
brackets imposed on progressively higher income levels. It exempts
$1,090 for each individual in the tax-filing unit—a low amount in
constant dollars historically speaking—and exempts frem tax the
first $3,710 for joint returns and $2,510 for single individuals and
heads of households. The base on which this tax is imposed ex-
cludes a number of types of income and tax-advantaged savings. A
large number of deductions from income and credits against tax li-
ability are provided. Many of these have been created and modified
through the years in an effort to add fairness and equity to the tax
system. Critics of the present syscem charge that these complica-
tions have achieved not fairness, but only the perception of in-
creased unfairness, because each taxpayer probably can find some-
one who gets a greater advantage from these deductions and cred-
its. Defenders of the present complexities point out that simplicity
is the enemy of equity and that these twists and turns were added
for good reasons.

The flat tax alternatives have a number of features in common.
First, all but one would expand the tax base by including in tax-
able incomne a number of employee fringe benefits. All plans but
one would include all unemployment compensation in taxable
income. They all would repeal the deduction in present law for
two-earner couples—the flat tax is perceived as largely or entirely
eliminating the marriage penalty. They all would continue the tax
advantage for Individual Retirement chounts. All but one would
provide,current or more generous exclusions for social security
incom@rAll the plans would repeal the $100 dividend exclusion.
Only of the plans specifically would extend the charitable con-
tributige deduction which is permitted for non-item.izers. All the
propo repeal the dependent care tax credit, two of them replace
it wic deduction available whether or not other deductions are
itemiz

BRADLEY-GEPHARDT

The @radley-Gephardt proposal would use three tax rates and -
two tagPases. First, a “normal tax” of a flat 14 percent would be
imposedgon taxable income. Then, for higher income taxpayers, 12
and lQgpercent surtaxes would be imposed on adjusted gross
incomeM¥or joint returns, the 12 percent surtax would be levied on .
AGI fi®h $40,000 up through $65,000 and the 16 percent surtax
would apply to AGI over $65,000. For returns filed by single indi-
viduals and single heads of households, the 12 percent surtax
would apply to AGI from $25,000 up through $37,500, and the 16
percent surtax would apply to AGI over $37,500. (For purposes of
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the surtax, nonbusiness interest could be deducted from AGI up to
the amount of investment income, no other deductions from AGI
would be permitted.) The combination of the normal tax and the
surtaxes would yield marginal tax rates of 14, 26 and 30 percent
rather than the 11 to 50 percent rates currently in effect under
present law.

In computing taxable income, non-itemizers would be permitted
to use a standard deduction of $6,000 on joint returns :.nd $3,000 on
returns of both single individuals and heads of households. This
pattern of permitting heads of household to exempt only as much
as single individuals is in keeping with present law whick does
likewise. Under present law the gap between the zero bracket of
joint returns and other returns is only $1,200 compared with the
$3,000 difference under Bradley-Gephardt. This difference would
not be offset very much by the $1,800 personal exemption for a
head of household, cornpared with $1,600 apiece for taxpayers on a
joint return. In a “worst-case” compaiison between a married
couple with one dependent and a single mother with two teenagers,
these two provisions would add up to a difference of $3,400 under
Bradley-Gephardt compared with $1,200 under the present law. De-
spite this gep, the head of household nontaxable amount would in-
crease from §5,780 in 1986 under present law to $6,800 under Brad-
ley-Gephardt. Because Bradley-Gephardt would eliminate indexing,
however, this advantage would be wiped out after 17.6 percent in-
flation had occurred.

The Bradley-Gephardt plan would repeal the dependent care tax
credit and permit both itemizers and non-itemizers to deduct de-
pendent care expenses up to the present maximums of $2,400 for
one dependent and $4,800 for two or more. The earned income tax
credit for low-income families with children would be continued at
present rates and dollar amounts.

Several changes would be made in deductions. Most noteworthy
is that itemized deductions would be allowed only against the
bottom "4 percent basic tax bracket but not against the surtax
bracket.. This would reduce the value of deductions for taxpayers
whose income places them in the surtax range, which would begin
at $25,000 for single and head of household taxpayers and $40,000
for joint returns. The charitable contribution deduction, the deduc-
tion for state and local income and property taxes and the medical
expense deduction (which counts only expenses over 10 percent
rather than 5 percent of AGI as under present law) would be worth
only 14 cents on the dollar, regardless of the taxpayer's income.
The deduction for mortgage interest would be limited to interest
payable wilth respect only to the taxpayer's principal residence.
The deduction for non-business (consumer) interest would be al-
lowed only to the extent that it offset interest income the taxpayer
receives from investments or savings.

The Bradley-Gephardt proposal, in contrast to the other four al-
ternatives discussed here, would repeal present law indexing. Its
sponsors argue that the lar,e .ncrease in the standard deduction
would more than compensate for several years of indexing of the
zero bracket and personal exemption, that with only three brack-
ets, bracket-creep would be minimized;, that Congress generally
cuty taxes in response to the impact of inflation, and that eliminat-
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ing indexing would permit Congress to choose to adjust taxes to
generate additional revennes or to give the economy a boost.

Kemp-KASTEN

A notable feature of the Kemp-Kasten proposal is the creation of
an exclusion equal to 20 percent of employment income of each
taxpayer up to the FICA base. (The FICA base is the maximum
dollar amount of each employee’s annual wages on which a payroll
tax is levied under the Federal Insurance Contribution Act; the
proceeds from this tax are used for the social security retirement,
survivors, disability and hospital insurance programs.) This exclu-
sion would apply separately to husbands and wives; each would get
an exclusion on his/her earnings and thus a marriage pena%rty
would be avoided. The FICA base will be $41,700 in 1986 according
to current estimates and is expected to reach $49,800 by 1989. Tax-
payers with earnings of less than $10,000 (indexed) for single indi-
viduals and heads of household and $15,000 for joint returns would
be permitted to add investment income, if any, to their earnings
for purposes of computing this exclusion. The exclusion would be
reduced for taxpayers with incomes in excess of the FICA base b
an amount equal to 20 percent of income in excess of the FIC
base. Thus, when a taxpayer had income of double the FICA base
($83,400 in 1986) the exclusion would be phased out completely. At
still higher incomes, the proposal provides for including in gross
income an amount equal to 20 percent of income in excess of
double the FICA base. This would produce the following results.

EMPLOYMENT INCOME EXCLUSION UNDER “FAS: * (1986)

Icane Camyelton o ven (0
$20000.. e (S20,000020mIHI00) . o e s e e o = SU00D
10,0000~ (S20.00000.20 = $8000). o rr o e i s e B0
$11,700. . (41700020 = $8340) ST e
$60,000. .. (560,000~ 4% "00=$18.300, S18,300K0.20 = 3,660, $8.300 - $3,660 — $4.680) 480
$83.400. ... (583,400 $41,400=541.700, $41.700X0.0=$8,340, $8300-$8.300=0) ... . 0
$100,000 . ($100,000~$83,400= $16,600; SI6,600K020=$3220) o« oo o« < - 320
150,000, ($150,000§83,400= $66.600, $66.600K0 0=$13320) o orn - . e L H 13D

This exclusion would give a substantial break to the overwhelm
ing portion of taxpayers whose incomes are below the FICA base. It
would have the effect of imposing a surtax on the earnings of tax
payers with incomes in excess of the FICA base. So although the
Kemp-Kasten proposal would provide for a single nominal flat tax
rate of 24 percent for all income levels, as far as incorae from em-
ployment is concerned the exclusion would have the effect of creat-
Ing two tax rates—19.2 percent for taxpayers with incomes of
$41,700 or less, and 28.8 percent for those with incomes above
$41,700. For people below the FICA base, income from investments
would be taxed at a greater rate (24 percent) than income from
earnings (19.2 percent), while the reverse would be true for taxpay-
ers with incomes in excess of the FiCA base,

The Kemp-Kasten bill would reduce the taxation of social securi-
ty benefits somewhat by taxing only one-quarter of amounts in
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excess of the base amount ($25,000 for single returns and $32,000
for joint returns) rather than one-half as under present law. Kemp-
Kasten, like Bradley-Gephardt, would permit the deduction of med-
ical expenses only if they exceed 10 percent of AGI. Non-business
inte.est deductions would be permitted only on loans taken out to
pay for educational expenses of the taxpayers or their dependents.
Kemp-Kasten is the only alternative that would retain the deduc-
tion for legal expenses associated with the adoption of children
with special needs. Deductions would be permitted as under
Eresent law for all home mortgage interest and real property taxes,

ut the deductions for personal pru(ferty taxes, state and local sales
and income taxes woulg be repealed.

The personal exemption for each individual in the tax filing unit
would be doubled to $2,000 in 1986 and the extra exemption for
taxpayers over age 65 and for blind taxpayers would be set at that
amount also. The zero bracket amounts in 1986 would be pegged at
$3,300 for joint returns ($410 less than present law), and §2% 0 for
single taxpayers ($90 less than present law), and $3,200 for heads of
household ($690 more than present law). Under the bill, the person-
al exemption and zero bracket amounts are indexed for cost-of-
living increases, with the Secretary of the Treasury prescribing
such adjustments rot later than December 15 of 1985 for the fol-
lowing calendar year. However, the sgonsors indicate that the bill's
general effective date, taxable years ‘beginning after December 31,
1985 is intended to take precedence so that the first “indexed” year
will be 1987. Therefore, in the analyses that follow, the personal
exemption and zero bracket amounts for 1986 are those indicated
in the bill with no cost-of-living adjustment taken into account.

Single heads of household would get a major assist under the
Kemp-Kasten zero bracket arrangement. Instead of using the zero
bracket for single taxgayers as under present law, they could claim
a zero bracket of $3,200, only $100 less than the $3,300 for joint re-
turns. The zero bracket arrangement would have the effect of per-
petuating part of the present law marriage penalty. Two single tax-
payers with $2,600 zero brackets apiece (for a total of $5,200) would
have a zero bracket of only $3,300 between them if they married—
a $1,900 loss. (Bradley-Gephardt, by comparison, would eliminate
the part of the marriage penalty which results from the zero brack-
et by providing a $6,000 zero bracket for couples which is exactly
double the $3,000 provided for singles.)

The Kemp-Kasten earned income credit introduces several new
concepts: differentiation of the credit according to the number of
individuals in the household, payment of the credit to childless in-
dividuals, use of the social security payroll tax rate o compute the
crudit, and phase-out of the credit at income levels lower than the
tax threshold. The credit would be based on $4,500 for one individ-
ual, $5,000 for two, and $5,500 for three or more. The statements of
the bill’'s sponsor describing this provision (Congressional Record,
April 29, 1985, page H 2679) and the bill itself do not agree regard-
ing how the earaed income credit is to be structured. The bill pro-
vides that the differentiated an.ounts would apgly according to how
many dependents the taxpayer could claim under Sec. 151(e}—chil-

dren who are under 19 or who are students, or other dependents
(such as parents) whose gross income is less than $1,000. The state-
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ment in the Record and discussions with staff indicate that it was
intended to apply the differentiated amounts according to how
many individuals were in the taxpayer's household. Thus, following
the Record statement, a couple with one child would use the $5,500
amount whi¢ . applies in the case of three or more dependents,
while followiag the bill would have limited the same couple to
$4,500 based on their one dependent  hild. Permitting a taxpayer
who lives alone or who does not have a child under 19 in the house-
hold to qualify for the earned income credit would break further
new ground since, under present law, only taxpayers supporting
children who live in the taxpayer’s household .an qualify for the
credit. (Because of the confusion between the bill's language and
the sponsor’s intentions, the calculations in the examples that
follow will follow the sponsor’s stated intentions. A married couple
with two children will use the $5,500 amount for three or more in-
dividuals while the single mother with one child will use the $5,000
amount for two individuals.) Because the earned income credit was
originally motivated, at least in part, by a desire to offset the social
security payroll tax paid by poor working families, Kemp-Kasten
would increase the credit rate from 11 percent under present law
to the social security payroll tax rate on both employer and em-
ployee—14.3 percent in 1986. The phase-out rate would be in-
creased from 12.2 percent under present law to 15 percent. This
steeper phase-out would reduce the earned income credit to zero at
an. income level lower than the income tax threshold. Under this
approach, the entire amount of the credit paid would always be
“refundable”; it would never offset positive tax liability as is the
case under present law and several of the other alternatives. The
sponsor’s intent was to avoid the steep margin.' tax rates on low
income individuals and families that would occur if they were sub-
jected to both the earned income credit phase-out rate and the flat
tax rate.

TREASURY

The Treasury proposal would increase the personal exemption to
$2,000 in 1986 and repeal the additional exemption for taxpayers
who are over age 65 or blind. The proposed zero bracket amounts
for heads of household would be raised to $3,500, a le /=l closer to
that for joint returns ($3,800) than that for singles ($2,800). This
would result in an $1,800 difference in zero brackets for two singie
taxpayers compared with a married couple, alraost $500 more than
under present law. The additional exemption for elderly or blind
taxpayers, which under present law is available regardless of
incume, would be repealed, however, it would be replaced by an ex-
panded credit for the elderly and disabled which would be targeted
to low-income taxpayers.

The Treasury proposal would use three brackets which would
apply to taxpayers according to their family status. These rates of
15, 25, and 35 percent are close to the proposed Bradley-Gephardt
marginal rates, However, the Treasury proposal would apply all
three rates to taxable income instead of levying a normal tax and
surtax on different tax bases as Bradley and Gephardt propose.

I
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Thus, under the Treasury proposal, deductions would be worth 13,
25 or 35 cents on the dollar, depending on the taxpayer’s income.

The Treasury proposal would eliminate the exclusion of all but
the core employee benefits and would limit the exclusion of health
insurance benefits to employers’ payment only up $70 per month
for individual coverage and $175 per month for family coverage
(both amounts indexed). The deduction for contributions to IRA’s
would be increased to $2,500 per taxpayer. This would have the
effect of creating a spousal IRA since a couple could deduct $5,000
provided their earnings exceeded that amount, regardless of how
much of the aggregate compensation was generated by either
spouse. The deduction for charitable contributions would be limited
to contributions in excess of two percent of the AGI Interest
income and interest ex%enses would be netted and indexed for in-
flation beginning in 1989, with two exceptions. Mortgage interest
on the taxpayer’s principal residence would be fully deductible.
The first $5,000 of interest expense would not be subject to index-
ing. The deduction for state and local income, sales and property
taxes would be limited to 50 percent in 1986 and eliminated there-
after. The dependent care credit would be repealed and converted
to a deduction for both itemizers and non-itemizers up to maximum
of $2,400 for one dependent and $4,800 for two or more.

S1rsanper AND DECONCINI

The Siljander and the DeConcini proposals represent two oppo-
site ends of the “pure” flat tax spectrum. Each would impose one
single tax rate on all AGI. 10 percent under Siljander, 19 percent
under DeConcini. Neither proposal would include a zero bracket
amount. The Siljander personal exemption would be about double
that of present law. The DeConcini personal exemptions, in con-
trast, would be $9,450 for a married couple, $8,400 for a head of
household, and $4,750 for a single person. These amounts would be
large enough to offset substantially the lack of a zero bracket
amount. They also would eliminate a marriage penalty and provide
some assistance to heads of household.

The Siljander proposal, in an attempt to broaden the tax base
enough to make a 10 percent tax rate possible, would repeal the
exclusion of most employee benefits including health insurance,

DeConcini, in contrast, would exclude “goods and services provid-
ed to employees, including but not iimited to medical benefits, in-
surance, meals, housing, recreational facilities and other fringe
benefits.” However, since the bill would not permit employers to
deduct the cost of providing these benefits, .here appears to be
little likelihood that the bill would trigger a dramatic shift from
cash compensation to in-kind benefits. In aldition, employees
would probably desire to receive as much of their compensation in
cash as possible since the bill repeals most of the familiar deduc-
tions for items such as medical expenses, charitable contributions,
mortgage and other interest payments, state and local taxes, and
IRA contributions. DeConcini as drafted, does not address how to
treat transfer payments. Therefore, for purposes of the calculations
that follow, it is assumed that social security and unemployment
compensation are included in income since they are based on em-

49-871 0 - 85 - 4 97
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ployment, while food stamps, energy assistance and child support
are excluded since they cannot in any way be considered to Le em-
ployment income.

TEN FAMILIES

The impact of the proposals just described can be seen by calcu-
lating the tax outcome for families in different circumstances.
There are countless possible comparisons that could be made in
order to highlight particular aspects of these proposals. The ap-
proach used here is ten case studies. Hypothetical taxpaying fami-
lies and single women are described, primarily in terms of their
tax-relevant characteristics. Most of these taxpayers are broadly
representative of segments of our population. .X few are included
because the highlight particularly interesting situations with rel-
evance to issues regarding women living alone or in families.

The first two families represent the old and the new versions of
the “average” family. Indeed, the first example may well be the
prototypical American family today. Both Ann and Bill work, earn-
ing about the median wage for a dual-earner couple to support
their two children and their new home. Cathy and Dave, the
second family, are pursuing a course more common in the 1950's
than today. a young couple living solely on the husband’s income
with the wife looking after their four children at home.

Several families under varying degrees of {inancial hardship are
also included. Ellen and Frank's circumstances are identical to
Ann and Bill's except that they are paying high mortgage interest
rates and live in an area where state and local property and
income taxes are much higher than average.

Three families in varying degrees of financial distress are includ-
ed. Gwen and Hal's circumstances are identical to Ann and Bill's
except that Hal has become unemployed and the family’s income
has been cut back to primarily Gwen’s earnings and Hal's unem-
ployment compensation. Iiene and Jack are living somewhat below
the official poverty level, despite both of their work efforts and
that of one of their two daughters. Karen, a single mother with one
child, is also included.

Because higher income taxpayers are more likely to be dramati-
cally affected by loophole closing and restructuring of the tax
system, two examples were included. Linda, a single women, and
Mary and Nick, a couple who both pursue successful professional
careers.

Finally, families and women at the older end of the age continu-
um are represented by a recently retired couple in their early- to
mid-sixties, Olive and Paul, and by Ruth, an elderly widow with
only a small social security benefit.

These families each are described more fully in Appendix 1.
Their financial circumstances are listed first in terms of 1986
values. Then the same families’ financial circumstances are calcu-
lated subject to 25 percent inflation. This much inflation could
occur in a very short time, as was the case in 1979 and 1980 when
prices increased 6.3 percent, or it could require up to eight years
under conditions such as the years 1954 to 1962. The families are
not “aged,” that is, there are no assumptions that children will
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grow older or that parents will get job promotions, accumulate
' assets or pay off mortgages. Also, they are not assumed to have ad-
justed their spending or savings habits in response to the incen-
tives built into the various tax alternatives. Instead, the families
simply -re shifted upwards 25 percent on the consumer price index
and portrayed as if they had come along at a time when prices
were higher. This is done in order, first, to illustrate the impact of
tax indexing and second, to permit any phase-in or phase-out provi-
sions of the various proposals to have had time to take effect.

The tax returns for each family or woman are calculated under
the provisions of present law and the five proposals. These calcula-
tions are made for two points in time—1986 and a later time after
. 25 percent inflation has occurred. Where necessary, the second

“snapshot” is assumed to have occurred after all the proposals are
fully effective. To facilitate comparison, the tax proposals and
present law have been indexed up to 1986 levels by assuming 4 per-
cent CPI increase in 1984 and 5 percent in 1985, the estimates uscd
in the Treasury proposal. Appendix 1 coatains details of these cal-
culations.

None of the calculations includes items relating to retiremen’
contributions other than IRA, K2ogh and 401(k) plans.

IMPACT OF ALTERNATIVES ON FAMILIES’ TAXES

(1) HIGHER TAXES OR LOWER?

The first question most voters are concerned with is, quite
simply, will this proposal raise or lower my taxes? Frequently ac-
companying this concern is the conviction chat one’s own taxes will
increase while everyone else’s—and particularly those of wealthier
taxpayers—will decrease.

Chart 2 summarizes the results of present law and the tax pro-
posals for the ten families and women.

CHART 2.—IMPACT OF PRESENT LAW AND ALTERNATIVES ON TAXES OF FAMILIES AND WOMEN,

1980

Taxpayers P’m’“ &’pm' l'éegt?n Treaswy  Stander  DeConem

famly 1—-Ann and Bll—2 eamers, 2 childsen, 335 230
Tx.. . $2,728  $2960 83331 2705 82065  $4.136
Change . . S o +232 4603 -3 663 r)A08
fecent Lhange. . +9 32 ~1 - +52

family {—Cathy and Dave—1 eamer, 4 chﬂdren $23,098
TXo. ... §1,522  $1.497 684 1063  $622  $1L138
- Change e e e -7 838 459 852 384
Percent change. . o 0 -5 -~30 —44 25

family 3~Ellen and Funk—-same as lamnly 1 but high

housing and tax expenses. S35 230

o . $1933  $2578  §2.503 $2.322  $1680 84,163
. Change . .. ... . . +64%  +80 4380 253 23
Percent change .. . +33 +8 #2000 -13 #15

family 4—Gwen and Hal—same as 1a'mly 1 byt hushard

unemployed $21,000

Tox .. . . $1,067  SL817  $2,212 1683 $967  $2,284
Change ... o . . +750 #1085 618 -3 +129
Petcent change . C co A +70 107 +88 -9 I

‘ 39 .
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CHART 2.—IMPACT OF PRESENT LAW AND ALTERNATIVES ON TAXES OF FAMILIES AND WOMEN,
1986—Continued

Tapayers P’,;"v’;"‘ gp,.% mn Tiesay  Syander  DeConoms
Famly 5—lene and Jack—2 eamers, 2 chidren, poverty
level, $10,300
TAX . ¢ oo vt « e« v s e e s $94  $116 83716 -$153  $159 $0
Change...... e 1t st e e e o e =200 =470 =247 +65 -9
Percent change.... e e e e -223 =500 263 +69  ~100

Family G—Karen—smgle mother lchzd $ll,785.

.. - $409  §698  $628  §530  $678  $230
Chanze e o e 288 #2500 4121 #2009 179
Percent change N e s +11 +63 +30 +65 -4

Family 7—bndz—smgle wcman 335500
$2,955 §3531 $3024 §3442  $1,908 $5752
e . #5019 +69  +487 1,047 32797
+20 +2 +16 =33 +9%

$8,654 $11.692 $7519 $10908 $5025 $14,735
Lo #3038 1135 42254 3629 +6,081
+35 ~13 +26 =4  +10

Percent change
Family 8—Mary and

Famly 9—0live and
expenses, $25,600:

$569  $420 $696 $839  §638  $2.597
. -9 +127 +269 #1198 +2,027

-2 +2 +47  +21 +3%5
Taxpayer 10—Ruth—widow, $5, 500,
Tax o e e . $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0
Percen\ change.m .

AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION

Present  Bradiey Kermp-

Taxpayers aw Cephaitt  Kasten Treasaty  Stander  DeConet

Famly 1—Ann and Bill—2 earrers, 2 chidren, $44,000-
[ S $3411  §4.688  $4350  §3537  §2581 85170
Change ... R e e LT +98 #1260 830 +1,789
Percent change . #3100 488 +4 U 452

Family 2—Calhy and Dave—x eamer ] chx‘dren $28875
Tax... - S1901  $2,334 %958 S35 $8U 514
Change D e e . . +433  -943 542 1074 48
Percent chanze ........ . +3 =% 29 -5 =25

Famly 3—Ellen and Frank—same a5 lamz'y 1 but high
housing and tax expenses, SM 000

Tax... PN $2,414  S4014  $3220 §3355 §2,100 $5170
Change o e 416000 #7150 4941 31 +27%
Percent chanze T L +30 +39 -3 +14

Famly 4—Gwen and Hal-same a lamdy 1 bul husband
unemployed 830000

TaX o e e $1,805  $2,664  $2.868  $2104  §1444  $2,855
Change..... e +859 +1063  +299 361 +1,050
Petcent change L +48 +59 +17 -2 +58
Family 5—|rene and Jack-—? earners 2 chldren, poveny
fevel, $12,875
£ S $262  $221 -$538 8191  $198 $0
Change.... v e e e . -4 800 453 64 - 2R2
Percenl chanze . . -6 -5 173 20 100

Famlly G—Karen—smgle mo!her. 1 chdd 815700

Chang e
Percent chanze

$157  SLO7S  sdl §655  $9a1  $287
+318  +154 102 +184 400
+42 +20 ~-13  +2 ~62

ERIC 100

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION—Continued

Tagapers Pt e MM Teswy S Deconom

Famly 7—Inda—sing'e woman, $44,375-
Change.. o - .. .
Percent change...... ... .o... . ... . L.
Famly 8—NMary and Nick—afflu. t couple, $103,375
Tax..... . P
Change . o ... .
Percentchange. ... . ...... . .. .. . . ...
Famly 9—0we and Paul—retied couple, high medical
expenses, $32,025:

$3,694  $5322  §Ion S4709  $2436  $2,i90
.. +1638 486 +1015 1,258 4349
+44 +2 +2 -34 +95

$11.063 S16577  $9.420 S15102 §6386 S18418
~. . #5514 1,683 +4039 4617 +135
+50 -15 #3147 466

T, s cvrmme e $720 $882  $1,019 $976 859 $3.47

Change........ . ... . . +162  +29%  +25%6 4139 42577

Percent thange ........ . .o AN +23 42 +3% 419 4381
Taxpayer 10—Ruth—wdow, $6.875

T i $0 $0 $0 $0 80 $0

Percent change. .. .

Chart 2 shows that both in 1986 and after 25 percent inflation,
the various alternatives produced markedly different results for
the ten tax returns. Ann and Bill, the median income two-worker
family, had a small increase under the Bradley-Gephardt proposal
and none under the Treasury’s. Under Bradley-Gephardt, this was
because they retained their deductions for most of their taxes and
mortgage and continued to get some relief, although reduced, on
their dependent care expenses. The large zero bracket and in-
creased personal exemptions and the 14 percent flat rate nearly
offset the loss of the two-earner and other deductions and the in-
clusion of employee benefits. The effects of the Treasury proposal
in 1986 were similar to those under Bradley-Gephardt. In the later
“snapshot,” however, taxes were higher under both Bradley-Gep-
hardt and Treasury than under present law. The total elimination
of all deductions for state and local, income, property and sales
taxes under the Treasury plan resulted in a $126 increase (4 per-
cent) over present law, while the lack of indexation boosted the
family's taxes $1,277 (37%) above their present law liability. The
Kemp-Kasten proposal resulted in a $603 (22 percent) tax increase
in 1986 for the two-earner family. The exclusion of $7,000 of their
earnings and the doubled personal exemptions were not quite
enough to offset the loss of the dependent care tax credit and the
deductions for two-earners, income and sales taxes and consumer
interest. Also, their entire taxable income was taxed at 24 percent
instead of the graduated 11, 12, 14, 16, 18 and 22 percent rates
under present law. Siljander reduced Ann and Bill's taxes substan-
tially. Although healthk insurance costs were included in income,
the couple continued to benefit fully from all their deductions
rather than only those in excess of the zero bracket amount as
under present law. The personal exemption was doubled. The flat
10 percent tax on the resulting low amount of taxable income fur-
ther benefited them; they would have to have paid at a 13.2 per-
cent rate to match their tax under present law. The DeConcini pro-
posal imposed the largest tax increase on the couple. Adjusted
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gross income was increased by repeal of the IRA and two-earner
deductions, and the only deduction from AGI was the large person-
al exemption.

Ellen and Frank, whose financial profile 1s identical to Ann and
Bill's except that they have higher housing and tax costs, had
lower taxes than Ann ard Bill under all the options except DeCon-
cini which denied interest and tax deductions to both couples.
Under present law, their taxes were $2,414 or 29 percent less than
Ann and Bill's in the second “snapshot.” This considerable subsidy
for housing and taxes was rivaled only under Kemp-Kasten which
levied taxes that were $1,230 or 28 percent lower for Ellen and
Frank than for Ann and Bill. Under Bradley-Gephardt, there was
only a $674 differential (14 percent) between the two couples’ taxes,
under Treasury there was only $182 difference (5 percent) between
their liabilities; and under Siljander the difference was $487 (18
percent). As would be expected, these diminished ‘housing subsi-
dies” resulted in tax increases for Ellen and Frank unde: the vari-
ous alternatives that were substantiall: greater than t}.. increases
for Ann and Bill.

Gwen and Hal, a quarter of whose income consisted of unemploy-
ment compensation, also paid substantially more— from 58 to 237
percent more—under all alternatives but one (Siljander). This oc-
curred primarily because while present law and Siljander include
income from unemployment compensation only to the extent that
total income exceeds a threshold amount, the other five alterna-
tives count all unemployment compensation as income regardless
of the level of total family income.

Cathy and Dave and their four children fared well under all the
alternatives. Their tax cuts in 1986 ranged from less than one per-
cent under Bradley-Gephardt to 55 percent under Kemp-Kasten.
The large personal exemptiions and zero bracket amounts equaled
60 percent or more of their income under the five alternatives. The
20 percent earnings exclusion under Kemp-Kasten reduced this
family’s taxes substantially and more than compe: ;ated for the
elimination of various itemized deductions and the imposition of a
flat 24 percent flat rate.

The poverty-level family of four headed by Irene and Jack paid
$94 under present law in 1986 and $262 after 25 percent inflation
had occurred. This increase occurred because the non-indexed
earned income credit, which only offset four-fifths of their tax li-
ability in 1986 was not available to them at all at their “second
snapshot” income level. The results were similar under Bradley-
Gephardt. Irene and Jack fared best under the Kemp-Kasten pro-
posal. Here they got the advantage of the 20 percent employment
income exclusion, plus the doubled personal exemptions and a
more generous EITC which indexed both dollar amounts and the
tax rate. The Treasury proposal reduced the couple’s taxable
income by about $5,000 and provided a more generous, indexed
carned income credit which paid them a refund in both years, al-
though not as generous as that under Kemp-Kasten. Neither of the
two “pure” flat tax approaches retained the earned income credit.
Under Siljander, this resulted in a pusitive tax liability for this
poverty-level family, but under DeConcini, the huge personal ex-
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emptions exceeded the poverty level and protected the family from
positive tax liability.

Ruth, the widow on social security, was the other very low
income taxpayer in the sample of ten. She owed income tax only
under the DeConcini proposal, this was due to the inclusion of all
social security benefits as income under that plan.

The single mother had a tax increase under all but one of the
proposals. This occurred in large part because $1,000 of her $12,500
income was unemplcyment compensation which is partially ex-
cluded under present law. If her income had been comprised of
$12,500 exclusively in wages, her tax under present law would have
been $548 rather than $409. (This results from both a higher initial
tax and a smaller dependent care credit based on a higher AGI.)
The tax alternatives increased her tax above the $548 level, but by
not as great an amount as when unemployment compensation was
part of her income. These non-unemployment compensation-related
increases under the Bradley-Gephardt and Treasury proposals are
related largely to the different treatment of $1,500 of dependent
care expenses compared to present law. These two proposals con-
vert the credit, which under present law is worth %8 percent or
$420, to a deduction which under Bradley-Gephardt is worth 14
percent or $210 and under the Treasury proposal is worth 15 per-
cent or $225. The Kemp-Kasten proposal eliminates any tax consid-
eration of dependent care expenses, but this is more than compen-
sated by the 20 percent exclusion of employment income. The
DeConcini proposal similarly ignores dependent care expenses but
compensates by allowing a $10,290 personal exemption rather than
the %2,180 under present law. The Siljander alternative results in
substantially higher taxes because there are no offsetting features
to compensate for the elimination of special treatment of depend-
ent care expenses.

Linda, the career woman, paid a higher tax under all the alter-
natives except the Siljander proposal which preserved all her de-
ductions and imposed a flat rete of only 10 percent. DeConcini re-
sulted in the highest tax because all deductions were eliminated
and a 19 percent flat rate was imposed on a substantially higher
taxable income. The Treasury proposal increased her taxes by
about a quarter by increasing waxable income through loss of de-
ductions for retirement, savings, taxes and interest. Her taxes were
nearly urchanged under Kemp-Kasten. The 20 percent earnings
exclusion reduced her taxable income but the flat 24 percent rate

roduced a tax liability about equzl to present law. She would have
ared better under Bradley-Gephardt if she had had mc~e interest
irzome to balance her interest deductions in the surtax range.

Mary and Nick, the affluent couple, paid higher taxes under all
the alternatives eacept Siljander and Kemp-Kasten. The former
eliminated $9,500 of adjustments but levied a tax at only the 10%
flat rate rather than the 11 to 33 percent rates used under present
law. The large Kemp-Kasten employment inc..e exclusion re-
duced their taxable income 21 percent, this was partially offset by
the 24 percent flat rate, resulting in a 13-15 percent tax reduction.
Limiting deductions to only the 14 percent base tax under Bradley-
Gephardt resulted in a $3,038 tax increase in 1986 for the couple
under this plan and even more after 25 percent inflation. The
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Treasury and DeConcini plans alsv pared their deductions resulting
in substantial tax increases despite lower marginal rates.

The retired couple, Olive and Paul, had lower taxes under only
the Bradley-Gephardt proposal. Its increased standard deduction
reduced their taxable income from $8,600 to $3,000 while the tax
rate was about the same as under present law. Under Kemp-
Kasten, the 20 percent employment income exclusion and the dou-
bled personal exemptions, including an additional exemption for an
over-60 taxpayer were not large enough to prevent the 24 percent
tax rate from increasing their liability. The DeConcini plan result-
ed in the highest tax—a 446 percent increase—because social secu-
rity benefits were included in income. The Treasury proposal in-
creased the couple’s taxes by $271, or 48 .ercent, by limiting their
itemized deductions and increasing their tax rate to 17 percent. Sil-
jander’s lower tax rate, 10 percent, failed to reduce their tax be-
cause they lost the medical expense deduction as well as the zero
bracket.

Summing up the results proposal by proposal, Bradley-Gephardt
increased taxes by about 70 percent ia 1986 for both the family ex-
periencing unemployment and the single mother and imposed sub-
stantial tax increases on the family with high housing and tax ex-
penses and on the affluent couple. The poverty-level family and the
retired couple had tax reductions in 1986 unde: Bradley-Gephardt
while the two-earner couple in average circrmstances and the one-
earner family of six experienced little change. The others had no
changes or a small tax reduction. Kemp-Kasten produced substcn-
tial tax increases for the family experiencing unemployment, the
retired couple, and the single mother, while cutting taxes signifi-
cantly for the family of 6, the poverty-level faraly and the affluent
coaple. After 25 percent inflation, the Treasury plan increased
taxes the most for the two-earner family with high housing and tax
expensses (47 percent), the affluent couple (37 percent), the retired
couple (36 percent), and the single woman (27 percent). It reduced
taxes for the family of six and the single mother and gave a larger
earned income credit to the poverty-level family. The two-earner
family of four with moderate housing and tax expenses experienced
only a small increase. DeConcini raised taxes for all except the
family of six and the poverty-level family. Siljander cut taxes for
most of the taxpayers but produced an increase for the retired
couple and the single mother and eliminated the earned income
credit for the poverty-level family.

(2) INDEXING

If all the taxpayers experienced an across-the-buard 25 percent
increase in all income and expenditure amounts, a totally indexed
proposal would result in a 25 percent increase in their tax liability
as well. As chart 3 shows, however, this was nut the case for most
of the alternatives.
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CHART 3.—PERCENT CHANGE IN TAX LIABILITY BETWEEN 1986 AND AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION

Bradtey-

Taxpiyer Present Lew Gapharc Kemp-Kasten Treasuty Sésander DeContin
| SN . . ) 50 3l 3 25 25
20 e e 2% 56 53 28 25 25
3. 25 56 25 4 25 25
4. 69 47 25 40 49 25
5 178 290 ~43 -25 25 ()
6. 85 54 36 U 39 25
1. % 51 % 37 28 25
8. 8 2 % k! 27 4]
9 a i1 46 i6 25 %5
10, . () (O] ) (*) " %

CPaid no ax 1n ether year

Only the DeConcini plan produced fully indexed results. The Sil-
jander proposal resulted in about a 25 percent increase in tax li-
ability in all but two instances. Because Siljander retains the cur-
rent law treatment of unemployment compensation which is based
on an unindexed fixed dollar base amount, a relatively greater por-
tion of unemployment compensation was included ir the “after 25
percent” computation than in the 1986 for the two families experi-
encing unemployment. The affluent professional ccuple and the
single woman were unable to increase their IRA contributions
beyond the amounts contributed in 1986 because of the statutory
cap. Except for these factors, the Siljander proposal was fully in-
dexed. (The cap on 1RA contributions affected the affluent couple
and the career woman under all the proposals except the Treasury
plan which increased the cap by 25 percent and the DeConcini plan
which repealed IRA’s altogether. However, where alternative tax-
advantaged savings were permitted, {liese taxpayers were assumed
to have put their “excess’ IRA contributions into these plans.)

The Treasury proposal produced a greater than 25 percent in-
crease because half the amount of state and local taxes could be
deducted in 1986 while none of these taxes were deductible thereaf-
ter and because inte.est income and expenses were fully includable
or deductible in 1986 but were indexed for inflation in the second
“snapshot.”

The Kemp-Kasten plan is described as fully indexed, however, in
more instances than not it produced “non-indexed” results among
the nine tax returns. Nonitemizing taxpayers who were benefited
by the deduction for charitable contributions lost the benefit of this
provision after it expired at the end of 1986. This affected families
No. 2, 6, and 9. Also, the IRA cap held their tax-deductible savings
to the 1686 $4,000 level if they had no other tax-advantaged savings
options.

Under present law, only the tax rate brackets and the personal
exemption are indexed. Therefore, families were impacted by limi-
tations such as the unemployment compensation base amount
(families 4 and 5), the earned income credit fixed-dollar limits
(family 4), the dependent care credit fixed-dollar caps and brackets
(families 4 and 5), the IRA cap (families 7 and 8), the limitation on
the two-earner deduction (family 8), and the fixed-dollar dividend
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exclusion (family 9). In addition, taxpayers 5 and 6 lost the charita-

ble contribution for non-itemizers which expires at the end of 1986.
The Bradley-Gephardt proposal, as discussed on page 12, was not

intended to be indexed. Therefore, all the “after 25 percent” re-

turns show increased tax liability in excess of the 25 percent infla-

tion factor. In all but two cases involving unemployment cerpensa-

tion (families 4 and 6), the increases exceed those that occurred

under present law. Thus over time, families and women would see

their tax burdens gradually increase as a percentage of their ’

income until {ax cuts were enacted.

(3) POVICRTY

Thre« of the ten families had very low incomes. Irene and Jack
with their two daughters had income below the official poverty
rate. Nevertheless, they owed $94 in federal income taxes in 1986
and $262 after 25 percent inflation because the unindexed earned
incume credit was insufficient to keep them below the tax thresh-
old. The refundable earned income tax credit (EITC) paid themn
$116 in 1986 under Bradley-Gephardt but left them with a positive
tax liability of $221 in their subsequent tax return because the
EITC was not indexed for inflation. The Treasury proposal in-
creased the family’s 1986 EITC refund and maintained its value in
the subsequent return. Altaough the Kemp-Kasten EITC has a
lower phase-out level than present law, this did not prevent the
family from qualifying for and EITC in both years which was the
most generous provided under any of the tax alternatives. Neither
the Siljander nor DeConcini plans had an EITC. The Siljander tax
structure yielded them a {ax liability almost as great as under
present law. The DeConcini plan’s large personal exemptions held
their liability to zero in both years.

Karen, the single mother, did not qualify for the EITC under any
of the proposals because her income, at 164 percent of the 1986 es-
timated poverty level for a family of two, exceeded the EITC phase-
out amounts. Eligibility for the credit requires having a dependent
child, so Ruth, the 82-year-old widow, was not eligible for the
EITC regardless of her income level.

Irene and Jack received food stamps and energy assistance pay
ments and Karen and Ruth received food stamps. None of the
plans included these amounts as income. ‘

Because Karen's income was relatively low, the conversion of the
dependent care credit to a deduction under thc Bradley Gephardt ‘
and the Treasury proposals had the effect of increasing her taxes. |
Under present law she qualified for a 29 percent dependent care
credit against these expenses in 1986 and a 27 percent credit after . !
25 percent inflation. Under Bradley-Gephardt the expenses were |
deductible only at a 14 percent rate. Similarly, under the reasury |
plan, dependent care expenses were deductible for Karen a: only a |
15 percent rate. Kemp-Kasten. Siljander and DeConcini repealed
any allowance for dependent care expenses. Because the dependent
care credit under present law provides such a large measure of tax
relief to single women heading households, the impact of its elimi-
nation or conversion to a credit can be offset only by a major ad-
justment elsewhere, such as the $10,290 personal exemption provid-
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ed in the DeConcini plan. Otherwise, the result for single mother
families with substantial dependent care expenses will be a tax in-
cease.

Ruth depended on social security, interest, food stamps and her
savings exclusively. Present law and most of the proposals excluded
her social security benefits and counted only her interest as
income. As a result, she incurred no tax liability in either year.
DeConcml, however, included her social security m income which
resulted in a $52 income tax in 1986 and $65 after 25 percent infia-
tion.

The key compon<znt. of the tax alternatives for keeping poverty-
level families and women below the tax threshold are the personal
exemptions, the zero bracket amounts and earned income credits.
The tax thresholds in 1986 for various families and individuals
under the tax alternatives are as follows:

CHART 4.—TAX THRESHOLDS FOR TAXPAYERS UNDER PRESELT LAW AND ALTERNATIVES

£st
1986 Present  Bradey  Kemp  Treas Sander DeCen-

poverty  Law  Gepardt  Kasten uy ? o

Tewel *
Single elderly person $5.428 $4.690 $5600 $8250 6,800 S$2.i00 S54.725
Single noneldetly parson 5886 3400 3600 5750 4800 200 4725
1 pareat. 1 ¢hid 7608 1979 824 9000 9309 4200 10290
1 parent, 2 children . . 9026 253 8258 11500 10405 6300 12180
2parentsd, 1 chld . . 9525 9.09% 10573 11625 10570 6300 11340
2 parenls 3, 2 chidren, . 11565 9613 11,200 14125 11800 8400 13230

1193 DO\!IY Teved increased by 4 parcent for 1983 a4 5 peroent for 1935
T Assumes 2 19485 CP) mnerease of 3t § percert
3 Agtumes ane edrner

Assuming earned income at 100 percent of poverty earned by one
worker and use of the standard deductivn, the tax alternatives
produce the following tax liabilities:

CHART 5.—FEDERAL INCOME AND PAYROLL TAX ON INCOME AT 100 PERCENT OF POVERTY LEVEL IN
1936

P‘m' 8”“"@‘ ;;3:« Tesswy  Sandr  DeCoren

Non-eferly sngle ($5.886)

Fedral income tax $22  S180 -840 163 B 221
fEA . . $321 s $421 $421  sd21 88
vax a5 percent of income 116 102 ¢ 93 136 109
Single eiderly person ($5428)
Federal income tax. . . 0 0 -850 [ X (O K
- A . .. .. 1?2 12 ~21 12 133 96
Tax as percenl of income $383  $338 $388  $388 SI I
1 Pasent/ child ($7,608)-
Federal income tax. -8 -8l -§33 S48, S0 0
fCA ... . $544 $544 $544 $544 $544 $544
. Tax as percent of income 50 50 29 10 146 115
2 Parents 2 chi'dren {$11.585):
Federal income tx . . $397 5] 9 0 $38 0
FICA. . . s821 82 L27¢ B 1:72 R 3:7) B 1.7} |
Tax a3 perml of mcome . 106 16 12 12 35 115

Y Assumes KempIasten would peim  chdiess odvdua s 10 Qutty for the earned ingome credt

ERIC 107

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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FEDERAL INCOME AND PAYROLL TAX ON INCOMES AT 125 PERCENT OF POVERTY LEVEL IN 1986

Present  Bradiey. &
Yo W‘&Ym ﬁ‘;"g Treasory  Sander  DeConand

Non-eiderly single ($7,359)-
federal income tax .. .. $468 5386 1993 8384 §57%6 8500
FCA. oo e o oo $526 452 $56  $526  $526  §526
Tax as petcent of income e 135 124 84 124 143 139
Single elderly person (86,785):
;egjral (17 S . 0 §166 1 -$301 0 $467  $391

$485 5485 $485  $485 485 8485
1.2 96 0 12 140 129

federal income tax .. $318 3 $60  §119 8531 0

LV N w e e w.. 8680 5680 $680 580 8680  $630

Tax as pecent of income..... ...... .. N I B | 10.7 18 84 127 1.2
2 Pagenls 2 children ($14,456):

federal income tax. . P 111 $455 $64 398 $605 $242

FCA o s r s e $1,034  $1,034  $1,034 S1034 $103¢  $1.034

Tax as percent of income. . . ... oo . ... 125 103 16 99 113 88

Tax s petce of income .. .
1 Parent/1 chid (59,510):

¥ Assumes Kemp-Kasten would permit chuldiess indidudls 10 quakly for the eamed icome credt,
(4) EQUITY CONSIDERATIONS AND SPECIAL CONCERNS

Relative position.—All of the tax alternatives consistently yield-
ed the lowest tax liability for the poverty level taxpayers (families
5 and 10) and the highest for the afflu:nt professional couple
(family 8). However, as Chart 6 shows, “he tax alternatives pro-
duced different rank orderings in tax liability in 1986 among the
other tax returns. Thus people might find that where their taxes
used to be higher or lower than their neighbor’s the reverse is true
under the alternative proposals.

CHART 6.—RANK ORDER OF 1986 TAX LIABILITIES
11 = Jowest, 10 = Nghest]

o IR K ey S POV
(1) Aon and Bl—$35,230: 2 earners, 2 chidren . . . . 8§ 8 9 8 9 1
(2) Cathy and Dave—$23,098 1 earntr, 4 chidren .. . . 6 5 3 5 k] 4
(3) Ellen and Frank—$35,230 High housing and {ax 1 1 1 1 7 8
(4) Gwen and Hal—$21,000 Unemployment .. .. 5 6 3 6 6 )
(5) ltene and Jack=3$10,300: Poverty.. ....... .. 2 1 1 ! 2 1
(6) Karen—$11,785: Single mother... . ... 3 4 3 3 5 3
(7) Unda—$35500: Career woman. . .. ... 9 ] 8 9 8 9
(8) Mary and Nick—3$83,500: Afffuent cougle - 10 10 10 10 10 10
(9) Olive and Paul==$25,600: Retired couple. ... . 4 3 5 4 ] 6
(10} Ruth—3$5,500: WOW.c..ommerms s wevrn s oo 1 2 2 2 1 1

Karen, heading the single-parent family (6) with about $12,500 of
income and $1,500 of dependent w.are expenses, had the third lowest
tax liability under present law, Kemp-Kasten, the Treasury and
DeConcini proposals. Under Bradle{Gephard» her liability was

reater than that of the retired couple with $13,700 of income and
gil'ander taxed her more than both the family of six with about
$2§,000 of income and the retired couple. The one-earner fami's of
six also ranked third 'vwest under Siljander and Kemp-Kasten and
fourth lowest under DeConcini compared with sixth lowest out of
ten families under present law. The retired couple who paid the
fourth lowest taxes under present law paid the fifth lowest under
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Kemp-Kasten and the sixth lowest under the DeConcini plan which
fully taxed their social security.

ONE- VERSUS Two-EARNER FAMILIES

Present law, Bradley-Gephardt and Treasury treat tv. -earner
families who have dependent care expenses more favorably than
single-earner families with the same income. Present law allows
the two-earner family to deduct 10 percent of the first $30,000 in
earnings of the spouse who earns the least and provides a 20 to 30
percent credit against dependent care expenses. Each spouse with
earnings can also contribute 100% of income up to $2,000 to an
IRA while a one-earner couple is limited to $2,250. Under Bradley-
Gephardt the two-earner deduction and the dependent care credit
are eliminated and dependent care expenses are made deductible
in the 14 percent bracket. For the relatively few families with
earnings above the FICA base, the Kemp-Kasten proposal applies
the 20 percent earnings exclusion separately to each spouse's earn
ings thereby avoiding a marriage penalty. However, no allowance
is made under Kemp-Kasten for work-related dependent care. The
Treasury plan permits two-earner couples to deduct their work-re-
lated dependent care expenses and unlike the other alternatives,
the Treasury plan permits a full IRA contribution by a non-work-
ing spouse, thereby benefiting one-earner couples with an ability to
save. Siljander retains present law IRA provisions which permit
two-earner couples to contribute up to $4,000 but restrict one-
earner couples to $2,250 while DeConcini repeals IRA’s altogether.

These differences are seen in the tax liabilities of a two-earner
couple with $35,000 in wages ($23,000 and $12,000), $2,800 in de-
pendent care and a one-earner couple with $35,000 in wages and no
depeildent care and maximum IRA contributions up to $4,000 per
couple.

CHART 7.—TAX LIABILITY OF 2- AND 1-EARNER COUPLES IN 1986 *

Ixome P'ﬁm g;hd‘b,ym m’; Tesswy  Stande  DeCooou

A 2camners §$35,000 52912 §2380 $3.048 92460  S2.260 4136
B l-camer $35.000  $4171 $3,017  $346P 52880 2460  $4.136
A/B (percent) . . 1o 10 L] 88 85 2 10

ﬂmﬁu«m&s’c ?&;3%2&&% earungs it $0.800 n dependent wre f the Leaner wvple, maumum IRA contrbutens up b $4.000, me

None of the tax alternatives goes as far as present law in grant-
ing tax relief in recognition of the financiaf and other burdens
burne by two-earner couples such as greater work-related expenses
including dependent care, less leisure, and fewer services per-
formed in the home compared to vne-earner couples. Under preseut
law, the two-earner family’s taxes are only 70 percent of the one-
earner family's. The other tax alternatives al! narrow this differ-
ence in percentage terms, and DeConcini closes it entirely by
taxing boih couples the same. In dollar terms, all of the tax alter-
natives would reduce the one-earner family’s tax liab:lity compared
to present law while two of them—Kemp-Kasten and DeConcini—
would increase the two-eai .o~ family’s taxes.
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It can be argued that the most relevant way to assess the differ-
ent tax treatment between one- and two-earner couples is not to
compare two families with identical incomes but rather to look at
families with and without the income of the lesser-earner. This is
the comparison actually made by two-earner couples trying to
decide whether une parent should stay at home with their children.
Chart 8 compares the same couple as shown on line A in Chart 7
before and after the lesser-earner leaves the work force. Again this
example agsumes the maximum IRA contribution up to $4,000.
Since this is probably an unrealistic cuntribution for a family earn-
ing $23,000 the chart also shows the same situation without any
IRA contributions for either family.

CHART 8.—1986 TAX LIABILITY FOR 1- AND 2-EARNER FAMILIES

Taxpayyr Income P'l;“;“‘ m m Treary  Sdpnder  DeConoini

With IRA Contnbutions up to $4 000.

L2011 1L S— o e 335,000 $2.912  $2380  $3048  $2460 $2,260  $4,136

B. 1-eamer. - e $23000  SLT29 81337 SLIG4 $1343  $1,235  §1,856

B/A (PRICENL) wurrvsermsssmse svesss e o snene 66 5 56 38 55 5 45
Without 1RA contrbutions:

A ZDCIS e s v mmn e e 335,000 $3314 $2.940  $4,008  §3050  $2,660 4,136

B. L-eaner .. $23.000  $2112  $1652  §1,704  $1,680  $1.460 $1,856

B/A (PRICRAN) e svsemstimesons sossst cone 65 64 56 3 55 5 LH]

' Assumes 3 $23,000,$12,000 earnigs spit fn Ihe Jesmer famdy, $1,800 i dependent uare. maumum IRA contubutions where ;idkated up
10 $4.000. o temzed Gkl 370 2 chiden, . ‘ £

It is clear from Chart 8 that the Kemp-Kasten proposal gives the
greatest advantage to one-earner families compared to two-earner
families. In this example, the one-earner family—similar to Cathy
and Dave, but with only two children rather than four—has 66 per-
cent of the income of their two-earner neighbors, Ann and Bill.
However, under Kemp-Kasten, the one-earner family pays a tax
only 38 to 43 percent as large as the two-earner family. For them,
this compares favorably with present law which taxes them at a
level equal to 59 to 64 percent of their two-earner neighbors. Their
tax under Kemp-Kasten is actually lower in dollar terms than
their tax under present law while the two-earner family’s taxes are
higher than under present law. The Bradley-Gephardt, Treasury
and Siljander plans also give the onc-earner family some advantage
over present law, but not as much as Kemp-Kasten. The DeConcini
proposal increases the two-earner family’s taxes more substantially
than does Kemp-Kasten; the result is that the $23,000 family's
taxes are only 45 percent of the $35,000 family’s.

It is difficult to sum up tiis mixed picture. Bradley-Gephardt and
Siljander treat two-earner families with dependent care expenses
bettur than the other proposals in both their absolute taxes and
their taxes in relation to une-earner families with two-thirds as
much income. Treasury runs a close third in this comparison. All
three result in tax cuts for both families. One-earner families fare
best under Kemp-Kasten compared to the two earner families, how
evar, this is due to both the increased taxes paid by two-earner
families and the decreased taxes owed by one-earner families.
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MARRIAGE PENALTY

A different aspect of the one-earner versus two-earner issue is
the marriage penalty. The aggregation of a couple's earnings for
income tax purposes, the progressive tax structure, and the differ-
ent rate schedules for taxpayers with different martial statuses fre-
quently combine under present law to impose a higher tax burden
ou two workers married to each other than on two single workers
with the same incomes. The deduction available under present law
to two-earner couples-—equal to 10 percent of the lower-earner's
first $30,000 of income—was intended to ameliorate this penalty. It
accomplished its purpose at lower income levels, but a substantial
marriage penalty still remains for couples with closely-matched
above-average incomes.

Taxpayer No. 7, Linda, has an income of $35,000 in wages plus
employee benefits and interest. If she married a co-worker with an
identical income and they made no changes in their spending pat-
terns, the results would be the following:

CHART 9.—MARRIAGE PENALTY

Taxpayee Income P’,ﬁ“‘ ggg‘% ﬁg’g“ Treasuy  Shandes Dﬁﬁ“'

A singles™ relurns:
bndd . s e o s $35500 S2955 83534 83,024 83,442 $1908 $5.752
Lnda’s fiancee. . ... . .. .. .... . 35500 2955 3534 3024 3442 1908 5752
Toldls oo o oo o . TLO00 5910 7068 6048 6384 3816 11,504
B. Joint return: Unda plus hushand...... +ooeve oo 71000 5931 8267 6,048 7,384 3817 11504
C. Difference before and after marnage ... ... oo v 0 +2 +L19 0 4500 0 0

Under present law, the couple pays a tiny $20 marriage penalty.
Although they moved from the 20 percent marginal rate to 28 per-
cent and lost $1,310 in zero bracket amount, these disadvantages
were more than offset by the $3,000 two-earner deduction. Under
Kemp-Kasten, Siljander and DeConcini, their tax was exactly the
same married or single. This was because the .atter two plans use
one tax rate, no zero bracket, and allow personal exemptions for a
couple exactly twice the amount allowed for two single individ aals.
As noted elsewhere, the Kemp-Kasten earned income exclusicn is
structured to be marriage-neutral for two-earner couples. The mar-
riage penalty effect of the $1,900 discrepancy in the zero brackets for
Joint and single returns under Kemp-Kasten is negated in this
example by the fact that itemized deductions exceed the zero bracket
amount. For non item:zers, a marriage penalty of $456.00 results
from this difference in zero bracket amounts.

Under Bradley-Gephardt, the couple’s combined taxes higker than
the taxes they owed while they were single. This occurred because as
single taxpayers, only 23 percent of each individual’s adjusted gross
income was subject to the 12 percent surtax which begins at 325,000
for single taxpayers, while as a married couple, 38 percent of their
adjusted gross income was subject to the 12 percent surtax. This
effect would disappear for couples whose combined incomes were less
than $40,000, the beginning of the joint return surtax range. The
standard deduction and personal exemption for couples are exactly
double those for singles, thereby avoiding any penalty due to these
factors. Under the Treasury proposal, a marriage penalty of $500
was incurred, primarily because of the difference in zero bracket
amounts, but some of the penalty is attributable to the rate schedi.le.
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SpeciAL CONCERNS

Personal exemptions. Present law and most of the proposed alter-
natives allow the same size personal exemption for aduits as for
children. However, two proposals are unique in that they allow a
larger personal exemption for adults than they allow for depe~d-
ents. Under Bradley-Gephardt, an adult taxpayer and spouse can
each deduct $1,600 and a single householder gets an $1,800 person-
al examption. Children and other dependents, however, qualify for .
only a $1,000 personal exemption. Similarly, the DeConcini propos-
al allows $4,500 each for a married couple and $8,400 for a single
householder, while children are worth personal exemptions of
$1,890 apiece. None of the proposals offered an exemption for chil- »
dren larger than that for their parents.

These variations raise the issue of the purpose exemptions are
intended to serve. Exemptions, together with standard deductions
or zero brackets, exclude a certain portion of every taxpayer's
income from taxation, regardless of the taxpayer’s total income.
This makes sure that at least a subsistence amount is set aside for
consumption. However, right after World War II, when the person-
al exemption was $600 it was worth considerably more in relative
terms than it is today—the equivalent of about $5,600.

Providing larger exemptions for adults than for children may be
based on the theory that adults consume more, on average than
children (a notion that parents of teenagers might dispute). It may
reflect the principle that the adult taxpayers themselves are the
principal generators of income and that children are merely subsid-
lary to the taxpayers.

Where only one or two children are involved, these differences do
not produce startling changes in tax liability from plan to plan.
But in large families, such as Cathy and Dave's, the differznces
become noticeable. Cathy and Dave with their four children—a
total of six people in their household—are entitled to twice the
amount of personal exemptions under present law as they received
when they had only one ck™ , or a total of three people in their
household. The same two-to-one relationship holds true under the
Kemp-Kasten, Treasury, and Siljander proposals. However, under
the Bradley-Gephardt proposal, the family of six could exempt only
1.7 times the amount allowed to them as a family of three. The
DeConcini proposal has an even more pronounced effect, exemp-
tions for the family of six are only 1.5 times as much as for a
family of three.

The tax alternatives use the increased personal exemption as a
means of avoiding taxation of poverty-level families. However, as
an “anti-poverty’ technique, this is a far more expensive approach
than other options. The revenues lost for each $100 increase in the
personal exemption are estimated to be more than $5 billivn. Thus,
raising the exemption to $2,000 in 1986 would involve a revenue R
impact in excess of $50 billion. Other ways to protect poverty-level |
families from tax liability are increasing the zero bracket amount
and increasing the earned income credit. Since the zero bracket
amount is not used by itemizers, who are principally in the $25,000
income range and over, increasing it is not as costly as adjusting
the personal exemption which affects all tax returns. The least ex-
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pensive techniques for protecting low-income taupayers is the
earned income credit since it is targeted exciusively on low-incuine
families. If shielding low-income families from federal incsiue taxes
were the sole rationale for the increased personai exemptions
found in the various alternatives, the $50 billion or so involved
could be used in other ways to provide greater benefit to families
with less than average incomes or families with children—non-re-
fundable credits, increased exemptions for children or expanded
earned income credit, for example. However, as the examples sum-
marized on Chart 2 indicate, the increased personal exemption
T_erves other functions in addition to protecting low-income fami-
ies.

Dependent care: As has been discussed at several points in previ-
ous pages, most of the flat tax proposals eliminate any tax-recogni-
tion of work-related dependent care expenses. This creates a par-
ticular burden for lower income families who do not have enough
disposable income to afford a reasonable quality of care for their
children or older incapacitated dependents, particularly if they
must rely on the more expensive licensed market rather than
using informal and/or unpaid caretakers. Single parents particu-
larly are more likely to need the reliability of a formal dependent
care arrangement and are less likely to be able to pay for it. Brad-
ley-Gephardt and Treasury convert the dependent care credit to a
deduction available to both itemizers and non-itemizers. Under
Bradle y-Gephardt, the expenses are deductible only in the 14 per-
cent basic tax bracket; this deduction is worth less than the 20 to
30 percent credit currently available under present law. Under the
treasury proposal, dependent care deductions are allowed in all
three brackets and are worth 15, 25, or 35 percent depending on
the family’s income. Treasury estimates that 39 percent of the de-
ductions for dependent care would be claimed by families with in-
comes over $50,000, exactly the families most likely to have a type
of dependent care that constitutes a mixed business/personal ex-
pense—live-in nannies, expensive summer camps or specialized pre-
school development programs. Although it is argued that progres-
sivity should be provided directly through the tax rate structure,
the problem nevertheless remains of how lower-income working
parents will be able to purchase dependent care, particularly as
otherkdirect government subsidies for these services continue to
shrink.

Medical expense deductions. The present tax code recognizes that
extraordinarily large medical bills impair a family's taxpaying abil-
ity. Although this deduction has been pared down in recent years,
it still allows expenses which exceed five percent of AGI to be de-
ducted. Only the Treasury plan continues this deduction at its
present level; however, repeal of a number of exclusions will have
the impact of increasing taxpayers’ AGI z2nd therefore raising the
level of medical expenses they must have in order to exceed the
five percent level. Kemp-Kasten and Bradley-Gephardt increase the
threshold to 10 percent of AGI, while Siljander and DeConcini
repeal the medical expense deduction altogether. These changes
will mean that families devastated by catastrophic, or merely “very
high,” medical expenses will be expected to pay the same amount
of income tax as usual.
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Tax base: Central to the flat tax concept is setting as low as pos-
sible a tax rate on as wide as possible a tax base. Some of the tax
alternatives go further in this direction than others. Several of the
flat tax plans propose base broadening that could, if enacted, have
significant impact on w.men and families. Perhaps the most nota-
ble is the inclusion of the value of health insurance coverage in
income. The Siljander proposal would include the total value of
health insurance coverage, while the Treasury plan would include
the portion that exceeds an indexed threshold. Despite the inclu-
sion of health insurance costs, the Siljander proposal, with its low
tax rate would be less likely to result in a decrease in health insur-
ance coverage, particularly since it allcws most of the itemized de-
ductions permitted vnder present law and therefore results in a
substantially lower income tax for most families. One of the few
preseat law itemized deductions eliminated in the Siljander propos-
al is the deduction for medical expenses. This provides a good
reason for families to keep their health insurance against cata-
strophic medical bills. The Treasury proposal’s cap on health insur-
ance might well result in a scaling back of the most generous
health insurance plans either through increased copayments and
deductibles or through elimination of certain types of non-hospitali-
zation benefits.

Employer sponsored dependent care assistance has only begun
recently to receive attention from employers trying to tailor their
benefit packages to employees’ needs or to improve productivity
and employee-retention rates. This exclusion of employer-provided
aependent care assistance benefits higher-paid employees because
the exclusion is likely to be worth mor< to them at their marginal
rates than the 20 percent dependent care credit. It benefits lower-
paid employees who might not have sufficient disposable income to
purchase enough services to qualify for the full credit or to have
enough tax liability to receive the non-refundable credit even if
they did manage to pay for the dependent care. Bradley-Gephardt
and Treasury repeal the exclusion of employer-provided dependent
care assistance. By contrast, the Kemp-Kasten proposal which in
many ways is structured to benefit the one-earner family with chil-
dren, does not repeal the exclusion. It is conjectural as to whether
under present law employer-provided dependent care will become a
widespread employee benefit, but without the exclusion for such as-
sistance it is quite unlikely to become a generally-available employ-
ee benefit.

CoNCLUSION

As the foregoing analysis demonstrates, there is no tax alterna-
tive that stands out as clearly best [or women or families. (Perhaps
the Siljander proposal cutne closest to this mark because of the sub-
stantial tax cuts most taxpayers would receive under this alterna-
tive.) Because there arv so many family configurations and finan-
cial patterns, it is impossible to define an “average™ family against
which to measure tax alternatives. Similarly, women not living in
families have many different income and expenditure patterns, and
generalizations cannot be made readily. The ten taxpayers used in
this analysis, however, are illustrative of at least some of the major
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stereotypical categories. This analysis showed that several of these
categories appear to be at risk. The two-earner family with high
housing and tax expenses (No. 3), the two-earner family whose
principal worker lost work for most of the year (No. 4), the single
parent (No. 6), the single career woman (No. 7), and the retired
-ouple with high medical expenses (No. 9) all had increased tax li-
ability compared to present law under four out of five tax alterna-
tives. Three categories of families appeared to be fairly well pro-
tected for the most part—the one-earner family of six, the poverty-
level family of four, and the low-income widow. Even these conclu-
sions, however, should be used only as a guide to further analysis.
Because each of the examples hypothesized a variety of individual-
ized financial circumstances, it would require further analysis to
see whether these generalizations held up over a broader spectrum.

Considerations of equity between different marital statuses,
family types and income levels are similarly muddy. However, it
appears that the Bradley-Gephardt proposal substantially would
protect under $40,000 two-earner families while the Treasury and
Kemp-Kasten proposals seem to lean somewhat in the direction of
the one-earner family. Items such as the dependent care credit and
the two-earner deduction were enacted originally to alleviate per-
ceived inequities under prior law. Their repeal and the introduc-
tion of new “reforms” such as an increased spousal IRA and an in-
creased zero bracket for single household heads cannot be evaluat-
ed alone. They are all surrounded by othar changes which can
either magnify or minimize their impact. Thus, it is hard to assess
the impact of these changes and, unfortunately, the conclusions to
be drawn are not as clear cut as one would like.

APPENDIX 1

(1) “AVERAGE” FAMILY

Ann and Bill, both 32, both work outside the home, a typical pat-
tern for married couples today, some 43 percent of whom rely ex-
clusively on the earnings of the husband and wife. Their earnings
are about average for married couples who both work.

They are buying their own home, probably more because they
need a place to raise their two children than because of any tax
considerations. Their property tax is about the average amount,
claimed by itemizers at their income level, although it is consider-
ably lower than that paid by residents of many localities.

Their dependent care situation is atypical. They have placed
their three-year-olc daughter in a full-time daycare center which
accounts for a large portion of their $2,800 outlay. Their eight-year-
old son goes to a neighbor’s home after school, the payments to the
neighbor for this service are fairly low. Bill's company is truly in-
novative in that it decided to sponsor a summer day camp for
school-age children of employees.

Bill receives a very large package of medical insurance which
provides first-dollar coverage for all the family's medical and
dental needs.
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Adter 25 pegcent
15 iaton

Income:
ARMWAZES . cercnion ome e v mn e s s e e 12,000 $15000
Bill—Wages o s covs or v se e i e e e e a 23,000 28,750
Benefils:
Medical insurance, ncluding denta) . . . . ... . 2,600 3,250
Life insurance . [P RV 115 144
Dependent care (lre&summer day camp) [, .. 500 625
Infesest received .. S - e e . 230 288
Expenses:
IRA contribution.... e e e N . 2,150 2,683
Other savings or lnvestmenls s v e e e s 300 31
FICA. .. - P 2,503 3341
State and K Imoom-t . U C e e 1,100 1315
Propeity tax.... rorsn s nt e e e e 800 1,000
Sales tax.... - 325 406
Home morlgage Interest (mean mtg ded Tor taxpayers s moome level) e 2,75 3428
Credit card and auto interest. . - e 1,000 1,250
Contributions.. . v s e e e e e e s 650 813
Dependent U o e+ e 2,800 3500
FAMILY NO. 1—ANN AND BILL—1986
Present faw ge'gg?m gg?en Tty Stander  DeConani
Income
Wages. e v - - . $35.000 $5000 $35000 $35000 $35000  $35000
Benefits.
Medical insurance . . . L2600 . . . 500 2600 .. . ..
Life insurance .. - - . 1 . ... . |3 L T,
DCDCndenl care . . . L. 50 .. 500 .
Interest ... . . 230 230 230 30 230 ...

Gross income ... . 35230 38845 35230 36345 32,830 35,000
Adjustments:

IRA contnibuton... . . ... < (2150)  (2150) (21500 (2150)  (2180) . ..
2-eammer .. . . (20 .. ... . e e e
20 pelcent empl oo . .. . . (7000) . ..
Adjusted gross income 31880 36295 26080 34195 35680 35,000
Deductions:

Dependent care.. .. . . . . . e 3300 .. .. 3300 . ...

State/local taxes .. ... ... ... 1100 L ... 550 1,150

Real estate tax. . .. .. - 800 800 800 400 800 -
185 14X, s o e . 3% NN .. 163 Ky S

Mortgage interest .. . . . 2,750 2750 2,150 2150 215 . . ..

Consumer interest .. .. . . .. . . 1,000 ¥ . i 1000 ... ..

Chantable contrbution . ~ 650 650 650 .. . 650 .

Subtotal... .c.. . e R . 6625 14880 4,200 8163 6,625
lero-bracket amount.. .. . . 3Ny (6000) (33000 (3800 . .

Excess temized deducton . 2915 3950 900 4363 6625 .
farsonal exemplions . . . . . 4360 5200 8000 8000 8,400 13,230
Taxable icome. .. ... 4605 2L 17,180 21832 20,655 2,110
27 SO . 3.288 2,960 3,331 2,705 2,065 4,136
Credits (dependent care) %0 .. . . .. o e

Total tax.. .. . 2,128 2960 3331 210 2,065 4,136
Tax/gross income (perceat) . . . . . .. 80 17 95 15 55 118
Nominal margnal rale (percent) . .. . 2 14 % 15 10 19

Q
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FAMILY NO. 1—ANN AND BILL—1986—Continued

Pesnt v B30 KM fen S Dedoom

Change from present law-

+232 +603 -23 -663 1,408
Percent

+8.5 +22 ~1 -2 +52

¥ Excludes dependert care and chartable contrbution

L 1
FAMILY NO. 1—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION
. Pesetlor B3I KT gy S DeConom
Income
Wages. . L o e .. A3500 43750 43750 43750 43750 43,750
Benefits:
Medical msurance e e s 3250 625
Ufe msurance . e e e e s 144 144 ... |
Derendent Care  coeo ool B 625 e 625 .. |
Interest. . .. e e meae. 288 288 ne 28 }
Grossmoome . . ... .. 4038 48057 44038 45044 ar288 43750 |
Adjustments:
IRA contrbution. . . ... wroe (2688)  (2688)  (2.688)  (2.688)  (2.688)
2840 e s h o (LS00) L. e e
20 percent empl. excl R c(BI50) L e e e o b
Adjusted gross income. . .. oo 39850 45369 32600 42456 44,600 43,750
Daductions:
Dependenteare... . .. .. . ... L. 4125 ... . 4125
State/local income tax . . U K7 ) 1315 ...
Real estale tax..ccee e oo ~ 1,000 1,000 -
Sales taX.cuune e 406 e s v mestns v s
Mortgage interest... ... .. . . . .. .. 3438 3438
Consumer interest.. ... D 288 .
Charitable contribution .. . . 813 L) K N
SUDM v L .. 8282 11,039 4438 14400 .
ITero-bracke! amount .. . .. R oL (4640) . (4130)  (4750) \ ..o e corernnne
Excesstemzed dedect-s . . . . 3642 11,039 308 4,125 8281 ...
Personal exemplions... ... . . . . . 5450 5200 10000 10000 10,500 16,537
Taabiewncome ... . . . . . . . 30758 23,130 22292 28331 25819 21,213
TaX v v e an 4,688 4,359 3531 2,581 5,170
Total fax.... .. . R 7)) | 4,688 4,350 3531 2981 5,170
Tax/gross income (percent). . . 11 98 99 18 55 118
v Nominal marginal rate (percent) 22 14 24 15 10 19
Change from present law-
Dollars.. ... ... . . . 1217 +948 +126 ~830 ~11%
Percent.. ... R . . +37 +28 +4 -2 +52
N Change from 1986
Dollars... ... ... +683  +1571 41,028 832 4516  +1,004
Percent.. .. . . . . . +B +50 +31 +31 +25 +2
U Excludes depandent cate ) o
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(2) ‘““TRADITIONAL” LARGE FAMILY

Cathy, age 28, and Dave, age 29, are strongly committed to their
choice to live by traditional values. They married young and are
delighted to 1ave had four children already, two daughters ages 8
and 2 and two sons ages 7 and 5. (There are 2.1 million families in
the U.S. with this many children, who comprise only 5 percent of
all families, 6 percent of all married couples and 1.4 percent of all
households (1982 figures)).

Bill earns the median income for couples in which only the hus- 4
band works outside the home—$426 per week or $22,000 on an
annual basis. This is somewhat less than the median income in
1981 for families of 6 ($26,907), making it a struggle ior them to
buy their own home and to maintain it properly.

Cathy is busy at home and with the various activities of their
church and community around which their and their children’s
lives are focused.

Their oldest daughter attends the school operated by their
church; they hope to be able to afford to send their suns n:xt year

as well.
m Mg
Income
Catty . . 0 0
Dave
Wages $23.000 §28,750
Medical and disabilly insurance (employer pays hail) 1100 1,315
Life insutance . . 48 i}
Inferest recenved. . . 98 123
Expenses:
IRS contribution . 0 0
Other Savangs . .. 150 188
Medical insurance . . 1.100 1375
Other medical (checkups, copayments, medicine, elc ) . 250 33
FICA ..o . 1,644 2199
State and local income fax. 652 815
Property ke e . n . . 131 94
Salestax .. ... . . . . 246 0
Home mortgage interest 2500 31235
Credit card and chatge account interest. 500 625
Contubutions . .. . 350 438
School tulien . . 900 1128

‘ 118

Yot




115

FAMILY NO 2—CATHY AND DAVE-—1986

Bradiey

Present faw Gepharth

Xemp-

Katen Treasury

Shander

Income,
Wages ..
Benelils
Medicat and disab ity insurance
Life insurance
Inferest. ... ...

Gross Income-. ..
Adjustments.
20 percent employes exclusive

Adjusted gross income

Deductions
Medical ., .. . ..
State/tocal ncome taxes
Real estate tax.
Sales tax.... ... .. .
Mortgage interest .
Consumer interest
Chantable contnbution .

Subtolal ... ... .
Zero-bracket amount

Excess itemized deducton
Personal exemplions
Taxab's income

Total tax

Tax/gross in¢ome (percent)
Nominat margina! rate (percent)
Ch:ange n present law-

Dollars

Percent

23000 23.000

1100

4
8 %

09 20286

B, zas

195
652
131
26
2500
500
0

5114
QN0 (600)

131

2500
K]

4331

0% 2
k)

0

23000 23000 23,000

1.100

T

2. 146

18498 23 146 24198 ) 23000

326
366
13
2500
500

652
31
U6
2,500
500
350

4,062 4919
(3.800) . ..

13321
(3.330)

L350

350 B2 AN9 .

6,540 1,200

12000 12000 12600 17,010

15 094 1069

5148 10.884 6,619 5990

l 522

6% 62
16 14

-1

o

684

30
U

-338
- §5

L8 W

T

15 10

-8%2
-4

1,138

49
19

- 384
-2

-489
-30

bextiodes chantal® deduitn

FAMILY NO. 2—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION

Pucsent taw &3;,“‘%,

Ky

Kaihen Treasuly

Seander

Income
Wages
Benehits
Medcat and desab "ty wsurance
Life wsurance
Interest

Gross inceme
Adjustments
20 petcent employee exclusive

Adjusted gross sroome

Deductons
Medical
State/local income taxes
Real estate tax .
Sales tax .
Mortgage interest

E MC EST COPY AYAILABLE

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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1375
£
Y
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44
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914
30
312

815
94

312
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8.4 28780

1318

38180

)
1

WA 28810
RO
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30 248 28750

30 248 28 _8.7%0

23810
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815
I
ki) .
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FAMILY NO. 2—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION—Continued

Br Xemp-
Pesstion GG KO

Treasuty  Séander

Consumes interest. .. ...
Charitable.contubution . .. .

625
438

13 .. s 6%
43 L

Sbtotal..cnc o o
Zero-bracket amount.. ... ...

6468
(4.640)

5415 4,039 3931 624 ..
(A.000)

4030)) (A150) ... ... ..

Excess itemized deductions
Personal exemplions ... «.. .

16610 813
XTI T T I .

Taxable wcome ... . .

Total tax ...

Tax/gross income (percent)
Neminal marginal rate (percent)
Change frenn preseot faw
DOAIS.. « cooe
Percent. . . ..
Change from 1986
Dotlars . . .
Percent .

1.828
8175

88 L e . 82U
1200 15000

15000 15750 2282

13810 8.1 1488

18.870

l 901

61
16

+319
+25

433 13 -5
+8 L -~ -$6 -8

11 13 43 21 49
2] U 15 10 19

~ 1,084 —413

+831 +195 +286 +165 +285
+56 +83 +28 +25 +25

(3) FAMILY WITH HIGH HOUSING AND TAX COSTS

Ellen and Frank and their two children have a financial profile
identical to Ann and Bill's except for one major difference. they
live in an area where housing costs and taxes are high. Even with
the tax deductions in present law for mortgage interest and proper-

ty tax, they conside: themselves ‘“house poor.”

Their state and

local income taxes are also relatively high in comparison with

other parts of the country.

15 m«l’?g gmﬂ

Income
Eflen—wapes
Frark—Wages
Benthts
Mad cal insurance
D imsurange
ependant care
Iaterest
Expenses
1RA contrdution
Other sawngs of rvastments
A
State and local income tax
Property fax
Sa'es tax
Home mortgage interest
Consumer interest
Contnbutions

$12000
23000

$15.000
28.150

2.600 3.25
115 14
80 625
230 23

19 2688

30 R
AT 34
1.500 1818
3000 3750

325 408
4800 5.000
1,000 1.260

650 813
2.800 3.500

Dependant care

FeaT SOPY AVARABLE
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FAMILY NO. 3—ELLEN AND FRANK—1986

Bradiey-

Pesmtin &’,‘& Treasaty  Shander  DeCononm
Income:
Wages . ... 35000 35000 35000 35000 35000 35000
Benefits
Medical insurance 2600 500 2600
Life insurance., . H5 |} L
Dependent care 500 : 50 .. ..
Interest.. ... A0 230 230 230 20
Gross noome 35230 33448 35230 36345 31830 35000
Adjustments
1RA contribution . (2.150) (2151)) (2150)  (2150) (2!50)
2eamer L .. (1.200) .
20 pescent empl exci o (7000) - e
Adyusted gross mcome (31880 36295 26080 34095 35480 35,000
Deductions
Dependent care . . 3300 3300 .
Stats/local taxes .. 1,500 1.500 . 150 1500 . “
Real estate fax . 3.000 3,000 3.000 1,502 3500 .. .. .
Sales fax ... - 3. S 163 325 .
Mortgage interest. . 4300 4,000 4,000 4.000 4,000
Consumer interest 1000 230 . 1.000 1,000
Chantable contriduton b5 650 60 . ... 80 .. .
Subtetal.. . .. 10415 12680 2650 W03 w415 ... .
Two-bracket ameunl. .. L. (3.6) . . (3300)  3800) . . .
Ercess wtemzed deducton 6765 12680 4350 6313 0415 . ...
Persona! exemplions A0 S0 8000 a0 8400 1320
Taxable inoome ﬁ_2~0.15$ 18415 13,180 l9282 16805 21,110
Tax. .. . 2493 2518 2,503 2322 1,680 4163
Credits (dependent care) s o
Total tax 1933 2818 2503 (&4 16°J 4163
Tax gross income (parcent) . 55 61 ll 64 N 19
Nominat margmmal rate (parcent) 13 It 2] 15 10 19
Change from present law
Detlars +645 4510 389 -3 23
Percent +3 +28 +20 -3 415

FAMILY NO. 3—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION

Presert Law

Bragy
Gegtardt

ﬁ_’g; Treawy

R

Deone

[nodme
Wages
Benehits
Medwcal insurance
Life 1osgrance
Deperdent cate
Interest .

Gross incoms,
Adustments.
IRA contnbution....
2-tamet ... -
20 percent empl wj

43150

L

a0
s
G

43750

3280
144
625
W

48057
(2.683)

4325 43750

625

14

225
8

wes s
s

(2.688)
(8 750)

43.250
3289

s

43,750

43.750

(2.688) .

, BEST COPY AVAILABLE
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FAMILY NO. 3—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION—Continued

Bradiey- ! *
Preseat law &ohz]%l m Treasy  Swnder  DeConoam

Adjusted gross income 30850 45369 32600 42466 600 43750
Deductions
Dependent care. . . 4125 4128 o
State/local taxes . . 1.815 1,875 ... 1878 ...
Real estate tax.. .. 3150 3,150 3,750 R [ TN
Sales tax. v wens .+ - . 406 e e 06 ...
Morlgzze mterest . 5,000 5,000 5,000 5,000 5.000 N
Consumet mtcrest . . 1,250 88 . . 962 1250 . ... .
Chantable contubutien . 813 813 813 . 813 o
Subtotal, .. ... . 13094 153851 9563 10087  13.094
Iuo-bracket amount . (4.640) @Ry wnn L "
Excess iterized deduction 8454 15851 5433 5331 13094 ...
Personal exemplions 5480 5200 10000 10000 10500 16538
Taxab'e sncome S BW6 M318 1167 N9 2,006 2212
Tax 314 4,014 3129 3355 2,100 5170
Credits (dependent care) I . v e
Total tax ) 4 4 3,129 3,385 2,100 5110
Tax gross income 58 84 11 14 44 118
Nominal matginal rate (petcent) 18 26 AU 15 10 19
Change from present law:
Dolars . +1600 +7%5 49 -314 $21%
Percent +66 +30 +39 -3 +14
Change from 1986
De'tars +81  +143 +526  +1,033 +420%  +1.007
Percent +25 +36 +25 +44 +25 +20

(4) FAMILY EXPERIENCING PROLONGED UNEMPLOYMENT

Gwen and Hal have identical financial circumstances as Ann and
Bill except that in March, the plant where Hal worked closed its
doors. This gave their town a very high unemployment rate and
only temporary jobs have been available since then,

Hal qualified for the maximum unemployment benefit ($175/
week) but these benefits will be exhausted after 34 weeks—around
Thenksgiving. Gwen arranged for low option medical insurance
through her employer to replace Hal's lost coverage, however, she
must pay $75,/mo. for this insurance, which does not include dental
care and which has high deductibles and copayments. Hal also lost
his term life insurance and access to the company’'s summer day
camp for school-age children.

Changes in the family’s spending pattern, in addition to various
household economies, included cutting back their daaghter’s out-of-
home daycare to an average of 2 days a week beginaing in June to
give Hal a chance to job hunt, during the remaining three days he
looks after her. They spent $1,000 of their savings and reduced
their contributions to their IRA accounts. Housing and tax ex-
penses remained the same.

W2ST COPY AVARLABLE LISANAVA YSOO Tade
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Alter 2
s M
Income:
Gwen:
Wages . ..o e $12,000 $15,000
Medical benefits (50 percenl emp'oyer share) 824 1,031
Hal—Wages (January-March) .. 5,150 1,187
Benefits:
Medical benefits (January=March) ... .. 649 812
Life insurance (Janvary-March) 14 18
Tempo zy & part-time jobs. . .. 1,200 1.500
Unemployment compensation . . . . 6,300 1815
Interest On SIVINGS ... wwee wnvrrce e ve s 150 188
Expenses:
IRA contributions ... 500 625
Medical insurance paymenls (50 percenl employee share) 825 1,031
Out-of-pocket medical, dental. .. . . e 500 625
FICA s erraenns somesrsons e+ et e e e e 1,355 1,812
State/local INOOMR X . vt o1 - s s . 600 150
Property tax. ... - 800 1,000
Sales Bx.. ee e . 240 300
Mortgage interest .. . 2,150 3431
Coedit card InBIeSt oo e s s tae s 300 35
CORIBULIONS ccoerr e v e st e e 340 425
Dependent care (January March 8233/mo Apr-Dec $25 wh) . 1,867 2,333
FAMILY NO. 4—GWEN AND HAL—1986
Present law m K‘f‘s’,’g‘n Teaswy  Siander  DeConom
Income:
Wages.... ..o o0 . 0. 18950 18950 18950 18950 18950 18,950
Benefils:
Medical msurance .. 1413 125 [T X
Life insurance ... .. - e s | RN W v
Unemphymen! eompensahon .30 6,300 6,300 6,300 3021 6,300
Interest ... s e e 150 150 150 150 150 ..
Gross Income . .. oo, . . .22 %881 25400 25539 23600 25250
Adjustments:
IRA contribution.. . .. e ew o (500) (500) (500) (500}
20 peroenl empl excl. . .. e (K L)
Adjusted gross ncome . 2,000 26387 24,110 25033 23100 25250
Deductions:
Dependent care. . . RV (-7 U K.1.) N
Medat. .. cL M . e n .
Slale/local income laxes . . 600 600 ... .. 300
Realestate tax.. ... .. . 800 800 800 400
SaleS X v e o . 240 .. ... 10
Mortgage interest . .. .. “ S50 2780 3150 2,750
Consumer interest..... .. .. .. . « 300 150 oo 300
Charitable contubution.. .. .. . 340 340 A0 . «
SUbotah oo v e e e e e 5304 14300 3890 5816
lero-bracket amount.. ... . . (3.710) (60000  (3330)  (3.800) ... oo
Excess itemuzed deducton ... ..... ... 1,59 2,207 590 2016 5.030
Personal exemplions. ... « « oo es ol 4,360 5200 3000 8,000 8.400
TaXaDIR INOOME ceomcnms e mericen s o mwrwe = 15,083 12980 12520 15023 9670 12,020
Tax RNV .1 | 1,817 2212 1,683 967 2,284

SBEATRCRIGAY NRABLE

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

123




120
FAMILY NO. 4—GWEN AND HAL—1986—Continued

Bradley- Keamp-
Fresent law Cephardt Kasten Tieasuy

Creddts (dependen! care).. ... o 443 Lo e e
TOlA Ko e e o e . 1,067 1,817 2,212 1,683
Tax/gross income (percent). ... .. . 48 16 87 66
Nominal marginal rate (percent) e s 16 14 % 15
Change from present law:
DollarS. e come conre o e e e e #1500 #1045 3618
PRIZEN s o4 e et v e e v e e 10 +107 +58
¥ Excludes dependent care and chantable contrbution
FAMILY NO. 4—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION
Pestlow SO0 R sy
Income:
WIBES. . e e s e + v e - 23,687 23687 23687  23.687
Benefits:
Medical insurance .. G e e e 1843 156
Life insurance. . . 18 . ... 18 e o o
Unemp!oymenl oompensanon ..... R 6,129 1815 1815 1875
Interest ... . 188 188 188 P
Gross Income.... .o wo.. . .... 30004 33611 31750 31736
Adjustments:
IRA contubution... O (7)) (625) (625) (625)
2.eamer .. . o (868) . . i v o e e
20 percent empl ot .. . LTI L |
Adjusted gross mcome . 8511 32986 26388 AL 322 35 |
Deductions:
Dependent care., . ... R N [V & ¢ RN R
Medical ... . 20 ... ... “ .
Slale/local ncore uxes . . 150 1% . 150
Real estate tax.... ... . O K1 1,000 1,000
Sales 12X vee e . e ... 300 .
Mortgatge intecest .. . . . L. 343 3.437 3431 ..
Consumer interest..... . . o . 375 188 . 35 .
Charitable contnbutien . . . 425 425 ot 425 e
Subtetal. . ... . . . 6517 15315 4437 36U 6288 ..
Zero-bracket amount. . .. . (4.640) (60000 (4130)  (4.750) i o i e
Excess emized deduction. .18 2,758 307 233 6284 ... . ..
Personal exemplions. . 5,450 5200 10000 10000 10500 16537
Taxable income . . . . . 21,184 19028 16081 18,788 14438 15025
TaX v v e e . Ce 2 2,664 2868 2,256 1444 2855
Credits (dependent care} . 66 .. .. s a v
Toal tax. ... .. 1.805 2,664 2368 210 144 2855
Tax/gross income (percenl). . 60 19 90 66 45 90
Norinal marginal rate (percent) 16 it A 15 10 19 .
Change from present law. |
Dollats..e econen NN e . +85%  +1063  +299 -390  +10% |
[(51| SO NN . 48 +59 +17 -2 +58 |
Change from 1986: |
DeYars.. . e +138 +847 +595 +421 +41 +578 |
Pefcenl.............. — ce s +69 +47 +2 +40 +49 +25
B ¥ Excludes dependent care and chartadle contnbuten
RSV COrvINRBLE
— e
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(5) FAMILY BELOW POVERTY LEVEL

Irene, 40, and Jack, 42, have a below-poverty income despite the
fact that both are working. Jack’s $3.75/hr. job provides no benefits
other than paid holidays and sick leave. Irene works one or two
days a week to supplement their income and one of their two teen-
age daughters babysits occasionally to earn pocket money. The
family qualifies for food stamps and received energy assistance to
help with the expense of heating their apartment.

1586 mulﬂ%alﬁ;mx

Income:
11808 (10 DENETIIS) .orcaer vovrn une sevs s orn 42 st aenre secenes + cvevmes secrees e $2,500 $3,125
Jack (no benefits except vacation) .. . 1,800 9,750
Eldest daughter (babysitting) e oo e 300 315
Food SEAMPS ...+ cnmer < » 1,500 11,815
Energy assistance .... 300 315
IAEBIESE . crreererenc weensmas rensssserenrasesnstoss o usssaets s seevess s s 0 0
1RA contrbution . 0 0
Medical insurance ... 0 0
Other medical expenses.. . 350 438
State and J0cal INCOME TaXES.cn o v mn v et s v ot ot e e et « « s sorree 10 88
............. 136 985
0 0
...... 140 175
........ 0 0
CONSUMET TAIIESE. orvccr wrcvom svecme = wtre s sccmmeeens +  trramnos sotonet smves sroe e+ o sene 30 38
CONIDUTKNS o creencermsersenne s cnc e o s et e s e 3 an s <+ o 15 94

! Food stamps are indexed o food price mcreases sather than to the overall CPt ng hetelore may nol musesss precsely 25 percent wonng 3

petiod of 25 percent 1nfiatin.

FAMILY NO. 5—IRENE AND JACK—1986

Pestlow 306k K Ty St Dedonon
Income:

WaleS e v e v e 10300 10300 10300 10300 10300 10,300
GIOSS IMOME. s e aeven ere s v e 10300 10300 10300 10300 10,300 10,300

Adjustments:
LRUNEL s w0 2 s emmmns semess v (850) ¢ ememennasemncss s s somvensa serssie st s searseente
pereenl empl extl oot s e e cesrnne e (B0B0) s e e e et e s e v
Adjusted gross inCOM . oo oo e o - 10050 10,300 8240 10300 10,300 10,300

Deductions:
Medical ... ccscne e

State/local iOme 0885 oo e B0 T e
Sales tax.. R MO 10
Consumer interest K1 S, 30
Charitable contribution ... 5] 7775 |- J
Subtotal....reerne 35 170 5 130 35 0
Tero-bracket amount.... (3.710)  (6.000) (3.300)  (3800) i
Excess itemized deduClion........eeeecme ecsersromse I} 15 | R 35 .

ERIC
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FAMILY NO. 5—IRENE AND JACK—1986—Continued

Present law 3{&% m& Treassty  Sinder  DeConcim

Personal exemptons . ... 4,360 5,200 8,000 8,000 8400 13,230
Taxable income .. ... .. 5615 0 165 0 1,585 0
fax.. «a. N 210 0 0 0 159 0
Credits (EHTC) . 116 116 316 153 0 0
Totaltax ... .. LIS § I ) SRS |.X 159 0
Tax-geass income (pereent) . . . . +09 -11 -36 -15 +15 . e
Nominal marginal sate (percent) . 232 122 15 122 10 .
Change from present law: .
DOMAIS o e v v e e e e L2200 =400 -4 +65 +94
Percent... s s o o . . =23 <5000 263 +63  +100
1 Exciudes chantable contrdution
FAMILY NO. 5—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION
Pesnt b S0 KR Twsy  Side DeConco
Income:
Wages... ... ... 12875 12815 12815 12815 12815 12815
Food stamps ..... . . N . C e e e e
Energy assistance et o e e
Gross mcome .. .. 12875 12815 12815 12815 12815 12815
Adjustments:
2eamer. ... .. . . (312) .o
20 percent empl excl. o (2575) .+ e e
Adjusted gross income 12563 12,875 10300 12875 12815 12815
Deductons:
MOdICal. e s e e s T,
State/focal ncome taxes . . 8 8 .. . 44 88 ..
Sales tax e 0 o 175 .. . 88 1m ... .
Consumer interest.. e o . K] S e k1 38 e
Charitable contributon . . 4 . RV 9 .
Subtotalvrn oo o o 395 % oL 10 335 0
Tero-bracket amount.. ... (4640) (60000 (4130) (4750) .. ... ...
Excess itemized deducton N B i+ e s s s
Personal exemplons, . . 5,540 5200 10000 10000 10500 16,537
Taxab'e income . .. 103 1.581 300 2,815 1,930 0
B s e o e RN . . 262 21 0 1] 198 0
Cradits (EITC) . 0 0 538 191 0 0
Tota tax...... S 22 w538 -9 198 0 ’
Tax-gross income (percent) . . . . Co. 420 +117 -4.2 -15 15«
Nominal marginal rate (percent) ... . RN 11 B 122 10 . e
Change from present law: .
DOBES. wo s s en o v v s - R} | ~800 ~191 -6 W2
POICEAL e« e+ en e e e e =16 =305 173 ~24 =100
Change from 1986:
DOMATS o rerars e e L N 2 L)) -162 +38 +39 e
Percenl. cus v e el - Lo #1180 3200 ~43 =25 F25  sererernn

ERIC 126

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




123

(6) MOTHER-ONLY FAMILY

Karen, age 26, is divorced and lives in an apartment with her
six-year-old son. She earns about the median income for a single
mother with one child, $240 a week or about $12,500 for year-
round, full-time work. However, female-headed families experience
a 17 percent unemployment rate. When ilaren lost her job, she was
able to collect unemployment compensation to tide her over until
she became reemployed about two months later. During this time,
her ex-husband made several child support payments.

Karen’s budget allows for no extras. Since both of her jobs
during the year were “temporary” positions, she did not receive
- health insurance. Therefore she considers herself very lucky that
’ neither she nor her son had any serious illnesses during the year.

Now that her son is in school, Karen’s daycare expenses consist
of payments to a neighbor for after school care and the expense of
a summer day camp operated by a local community service agency.

After 25 percent
198 fton

Income:
KBS WAEES. «.vo v ch ces vt e et s e s . $11,500 $14.315
Interast .. oeil v o 0 . e e 35 44
Unemployment compensation. .. .. . . .. “ v m 1,000 1,250
FOOdStampS . e v e e e e 225 1281
Ch SUPPOM s v v e e e e e e 500 625

Expenses:
RAcontrbution... ... . .. .. .. .. .o . 0 0
Medical insurance ... .. . N . . - 0 0
Hedical expense . ... .. “ e e RN 80 100
Stale/local ICOME tAXS. . . . Lt i e e e e w 385 481
SIS HAX. s e et s e e e e 130 163
Credit card nterest... ... .. . ... . e U e e 40 50
Contributions . . .. NN 250 33
Dependent care... f e et e wn s e e ae e G s tr e n 1,500 1,815

' Food stamps are indexed tu tood prie inuredses iathes than (v the overall CPL and thereture may not imuease prewsely 25 peroent during &
period of 23 percent imflation.

FAMILY NO. 6—KAREN—1986

Pressot law %%1 ﬁs",‘g Teasury  Supnder  DeConcamn

Income.
Wages. e wr wv o o . oo 11500 11500 11,500 11,500 11,500 11,500
Interest ... ... ... L oL L. 35 35 3 35 35 e
v Unemployment compensation e e e 250 1,000 1,000 1,000 I TN
G10sS INOME..cree v . L 1G85 12835 1253 12535 11,085 11,500
N Ajustments:
20 percent empl. exdl . ... T A 1) AR
Mjusted gross income .. .. ... . IL785 12535 10,235 12535 11785 11,500
Deductions:
Dependent care varmn o 1800 1500 ...
Stateslocal income taxes 385 B . e w193 385 .
Sales tax. 130 65 130 .

3 BEEROOPYONEINRE
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FAMILY NO. 6—KAREN—1986—Continued

Present law &% mg‘l Teasuty  Stander  DeConom

Consumet interest .. . ... .. . .. .. 0 0 5 0 . e
Chantable contnbution . . . w0 250 %0 ... 80 ...
Subtotal. . . e 805 1385 250 1 263 805 0
Zero-bracket amount .. . R (2510)  (3000) (3.200) (3.500) . .. ... ..
Excess itemized deduction L. 250 1,750 250 1,500 805 . . -
Personal exemphons ... ... ... . L2180 2,800 4,000 4,009 4,200 10,230
Tavable income ... ... . Ce 93 4,985 5985 1,035 6,780 1,210
L 7 S RN . 844 698 668 530 678 230 -
Credits:
Dependent care ... .. . o 85 . . L.
me . .. . . .
Totah fax.. o . .. .. .9 698 668 530 678 20
Tax/gross income (percent) .. e e 35 55 53 42 58 20
Nominal maigin! rate (percent), e 17 14 U 15 10 19
Change from present law:
Dolfars... . +288 +259 +121 +269 -1
Percent .. +71 +63 +30 +65 44
¥ Exciudes dependent care
FAMILY NO. 6—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION
Present iw m‘ m‘fn Teeassry  Siander  DeConom
income-
Wages... L. 1438 14315 14,315 14,315 14375 14,515
Interest . . e 4 44 44 4 .
Unemploymenl compensalu)n. e 1,250 1,250 1,250 1,250 L350 ..
Food stamps. . e .. e oo .
Chddsuppon.‘...,... « . . . e e e e e
Gross income.. .. . . NN 15669 15669 15669 1562, 15668 14375
Adjustments:
20 percent emp) exl .. o N 14:11)] e e s
Adjusted gross income . . 15669 15669 12794 15,525 15669 14315
Deductions:
Dependent care.... R . 1815 . R .1 I
State/local i income tases . . 481 481 “ 81 . .
S35 13K, v o . . 163 . .. R, 163 .
Consumer interest. . . 50 .. 6 50 .
Chantable contnbuton.. . A3 . a3 ..
Subtotal, s . L S R S X 1 0 ‘
Zero-bracket amount. . 314D (3000)  (4.000) (438)) . e ... .
Excess itemized deduction .o P |- S 111 11117
Personal exemptions 2725 2,800 5000 5,000 5250  12.862
Taxable income . . . 1284 768 1% 8350 9M2 1513 ) 1
o o 1263 L5 9 655 8 |
Credits: |
Dependent care .. . . 06 . L. R, |
Total tax 151 1,075 al 655 %41 i) ‘
Q e i
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FAMILY NO. 6—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION—Continued

Present taw ge’s‘g%t m’g‘ Teasuy  Stadet  DeConcu

Tax/geoss income (pescent) . . 48 69 58 42 6 20
Nominal marginal rate (percent) .. e 17 14 A 15 10 19
Change m present faw:
Dollars .. o o L. . +342 +154 - 102 +184 410
Percent ... . .. .. . .o +42 +20 -13 +24 - 62
Change from 1985.
DoMarSeee e o . L33 +3Nn +243 + 125 +263 .. ..
Percent ... . . . L L +8 +54 +36 +24 +39 +25

U Excludes dependent care and chantable contrdution

(7) SINGLE WOMAN—LINDA

Linda, age 45, is a mid-level manager with a large corporation.
Earning $35,000, she is well-paid compared with most single work-
ing women. (The 1982 median income for single women was
$12,448. Only 7.4% had incomes over $35,000 and only 2% had in-
comes over $50,000.)

Because she has no plans to marry, Linda is concerned both with
minimizing her tax paynients and with building future financial se-
curity. Therefore, she takes full advantage of tax-favored retire-
ment savings options and l.as taken a large mortgage on her condo-
minium apartment. Furnishing this apartment, paying for a car,
taking vacations and maintaining a “yuppie” lifestyle have con-
sumed the rest of her disposable income, precluding other invest-
ments or tax shelters. She keeps a savings account for unexpected
expenses.

Mter 25 percent
w Mg

Income:
Wages .. .. Lo L e e . . $35,000 $43,750
Benefits.
Medical insurance... ... .. . . e e 800 1,000
401(k) retirement savings .o e e 2,000 2,500
Employer match ..... . . e N 1,000 1,250
Disability msurance., . ... .. e N 88 109
Group term fe msurance .. . . .. L . . 168 20
Interest ... . .. B e . Bl 625
Expenses:
IRA contebution... . ... .. . . .. . . . . 2000 12,500
Other SavingS.u s + et vt e e e . . 1,200 1,500
P i e e 0 R R .17 3,634
State/local income taxes . . .. .. . .. e e, 2,200 1,500
Propeity tax L 800 1,000
Sales tax . 600 150
Morigage interest 8,500 10,625
Consumer interest. .. ccoee  omnane < o e e e R 1,500 1,875
Charitable OntIBUONS . o vt e cr i e e e e e 600 150

U Assumes that $500 goss 1o other savings o 401 (k) plan 1f manmum contrabuton is not increased

O
E [C;e-zm 0-85-5
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TAXPAYER NO. 7—LINDA—1986

Bradiey- K

Pusntlv G e Tmaswy  Sypader  DeCooomu
Income
Wages.. . oovi e o 35000 35000 35000 35000  SSL%0 35,000
Benefits-
Medical insurance .. . 80¢ 800 ......
Disabilty insurance . G e 88 ...
Group term fife insurance ... R 168 168 e+ e e s
Interest ... .« coeer -« .. 500 500 500 %0 50 .. ..
Gross income . 35500 36468 35500 35668 36388 35000
Adjustments:
401(k) retuement savings (2000)  (2,000) (2,000) ... .. ... .. .
IRA contrbuton. ......... (2000)  (2,000) (2,000) (2,000) (2.000) .... .o
20 percent empl excl L (70000 .. ... . ...
Adjusted gross income 31500 32,468 24500 33668 34,388
Deductions:
State/local income 1xeS ...« wormns v v+ e . 1,200 1,200 e 600 1,200 ..
Real estate tax... ... 300 800 800 400 800 ...
$1es tax oo 600 et e 300 600 ..
Mortgage interest. 8,500 8,500 8,500 8,500 8,500 ..
Consumer interest.. 1.500 500 e 1,500 1,500 ..
Charitable contributon 600 600 {11 N 600
SUDLOAY. e ccrremn o v e <0 e« 13,200 11,600 9900 11300 13,200 .o
Zeto-bracket amount ..... (2.510) s (26000 (2800) e e s e
Excess itemized deduCtOn wen s « + v e o .. 10630 11,600 7300 8500 13,200 ..
Peisonal exemptions.. 1090 1,600 2,000 2,000 2,100
Taxable income ... ... 19720 19,268 12600 23168 19,088 30215
Tl . e e oo 2955 353 304 3M2 1908 5752
Tax/gross income (pecoent). N 83 91 90 9.7 52 16.7
Nominal marginal rate (prcent) . ... a3 26 U ] 10 19
Change in present law-
Dolars .. ... ... +519 +h9 +481  =1041  +2797
Percent oo +20 +2 +16 <3 +95
TAXPAYER NO. 7—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION
Present law &';ga% m& Treasury  Sijander
Income:
WIZS e coecns « ae conee 42,50 43,750 43050 43750 43750
Benefits
Medical insurance . 1000 .. v i e 1,000
Disabilty insurance. ... RN 10 .
Ufe nsurance .. ...+ ... - A0 0 s e
Inferest e o e 625 625 635 e 625
GrOSS INCOME. coorres e+« « vww - 315 45585 44315 43,960 45,485
Adjustments:
401 (k) tetirement savings . ... o (3000) 0 (3.000)  (3.000) . mcsnnuuaee semsarane smenenen
IRA COMIBUTION . s+ v =+ v e (2000)  (2,000)  (2,000)  (2500)  (2,000) .
20 percent empl. excl R (N L]
Adjusted gross income 39375 40,585 30,625 41460 43,485 43750
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TAXPAYER NO. 7—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION—Continued

Present Law m k‘i’:’& Treassuy  Stander  DeConcim

Deductions-
State/local income taxes .. 1,500 1800 . .. ... .0 1500 .
Real estate fax... .. .. . .. Looo 1,000 1000 .. . . 000 ..
Sales tax.. .. woenner - . . 750 e o e 150 ..
Mortgage interest.... . . . 10625 10625 10625 10625 10625 .
Consumer interest ... ... ... 1,815 625 e . 1250 1815 e
Charitable contrbution.. .. .. . . .. 750 150 750 .. 75 . ...

Subtotah v . oL 16500 14500 12375 11875 16500 .. ....
Zero-bracket amount..... .. i (3.040) ... . ... (2000) (3500) .

Excess itemized deduction 13360 14500 10315 8375 16500 .. ..
Personal exemptions ., ... . . .. 1360 1,600 2,500 2,500 2,625 5,906
Taxable income . .. “ 24555 24485 17810 30585 24360 37,844

Total fax.... ... ... 3694 5322 3.780 4,709 2436 7,19¢
Tax/gross income (percent). . 83 117 85 107 54 165
Norminal margira! rate (percent) . 23 14 A 25 10 1§
Change in present law:

Dollars.. ... ... . +1,628 +86 #1015 1258 43496

Percent ... .. . . +44 +2 +2 -3 +95
Change from 1286:

Doltars . . . . 139 +1188 +156 41267 +528 41438

Percent . . . 25 +51 +25 +37 +28 +25

(8) PROFESSIONAL COUPLE

Mary, 32, and her husband, Nick, 35, are both successful young
professionals in a major metropolitan area. They postponed having
children antil their careers are established. In the meanwhile, they
are_concentrating on building financial security and developing
their professional capabilities.

They want to shelter their income from taxes, but their long
hours and involvement with work prevent them from getting in-
volved in complex ventures requiring a great deal of time or atten-
tion. However, they have taken full advantage of deferred compen-
sation and savings plans offered by their employers as well as tax-
favored savings for retirement through IRA and Keogh plans. They
recently purchased a house large enough for their anticipated
family needs in part because of the interest and tax deduction from
this investment.

Mary is working toward a graduate degree in a field complemen-
tary to her specialty. Her tuition and expenses are paid for by her
employer. Nick has organized a business which he hopes will devel-
op into something that he can pursue on a full time basis.

Compared to most families, Mary and Nick must be considered
quite well off. According to the Census Bureau the highest 5 per-
cent of income for couples begins at about $67,000, so Mary and
Nick’s combined income of better than $87,000 places them 30 per-
cent above this mark. For all joint tax returns filed by husbands
and wives in 1982, only 3.2 showed incomes above $75,000. Despite
their retiremerft Savings and housing outlays, Mary and Nick have
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some $37,000 left for personal expenses after paying their taxes
(under current law).

Alter 25 percent
1986 it

Income:
BUIY-mWIZES .ovce womtrasencens wnserss s s+ s <o 3¢ £t v e e wh e e s $40,000 $50,000
Benefils:

BOdICl INSUIAM8 ceie . conmrae # mimrncein s s bommrrs s s < ne e e e e 2,600 3250
Group term hfe insurance.... e eome S irae - sumerenee e 60 15
Educational assistance... e e+ s x e v — 2,200 2,150

401(k) retirement sa
Wage reduction..... i e e 4,000
. . - 2,500

Benefits: Group term Ife insurance R
_ 401(k) retwement savings: Wage reduction. ... . .

IABBIESY ... ceecvueeeo reorsmmasnn soneren 58 2 8 mowmmemsstarane aescsterne % 5 36 ey o tmeen et
Expenses:

IRA COMBIBUTION 1. wocurnmas » e e men = 5 3« vn s cemmener wx w0 = vee

Keogh contubution .

fCA....

Slale/ Iocal moome laxes

Property lax....

Sales tax..

Mortgage mtefesl-pnnuml resndenoe

Consumer interest e

CRATI1DI COMLIBUNONS 1ovnes wrcumssensscs anemisas 56 sens sssvemne meesmrsaes sssaes o pusn 8 memsovsmans 5 10 1, 750

1 Assumung that manmum conlrdaton it 1S incresed. otherwse the $1,000 excess 18 put mlo 401(K) plan.

FAMILY NO. 8—MARY AND NICK—1986

Prestot lyw &';dwk’m fg}g‘, Teasuty  Shande

come:
Wages (el 403(K))... ... . . ... 75000 75000 75000 75,000 75,000
Benefits
Medical insurance. . ..... N e 2800w 500 2500 ... .
Life nsurance.... . . .. e 3 {1 RO e e o 0 e
Educational assistance e o 2200 2,200 2,200 2200 2,200 ..
(401 (k) retrement Savings) . . . (6500)  (6,500) (6500) . ... wr e
Business profit . . 12000 12000 12000 12000 12000 12000
[T ST 800 800 800 800 80 .

Grossincome . . . S 86210 83500 90610 92,600  87.000
Adjustments

Keogh contributien. . .o (3.000) (30000 (3.000) (3,000 (3.000)

IRA contnbution .. . ... (4D00)  (4.000)  (4000)  (4,000)  (4.000) ..

24aner . . . 0 (3000) il L e e e v

20 percent empl el . L 25420

Adjusted gross income 73500 79210 61,080 33610 85600 87,000

Deductions.
State/local income taxes . . 2700 200 ... 1350 2100 ... .
Real estate tax. . . 6.000 6,000 6,000 3.000
Sales tax.... . .. . . 100 . h 350
Mortgage mterest ... . .. ... . 18000 18000 18000 18,000
Consumer interest ... . ... 2000 300 . e 2000
Chantable contnbution 1,750 1,150 1,750 18

Subtolal... ... .. . 3150 29250 25,750 U8

wm;
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FAMILY NO. 8—MARY AND NICK—1986—Continued

Bradiey-
Present law &m! m Treasuy  Sdander  DeCononn

Tero-bracker amount ... . .. . cmee (B10) o (3.300)  (3.800) i o e e
Excess temized deduction . .. ce .. 480 29,250 22,450 20978 K118 L1 E—
Personal exemptions.. v o .. o .. 2180 3,200 4,000 4,000 4,200 9450
Taxabie inoOme . e e von o . . 43880 46,760 34630 58,632 50250 77,550
b TOt X e v v wee 8654 11,602 1519 10908 AR L L]
Tax/gross income (Peroent) e, v vt b+ v reen 104 136 9.0 120 54 169
Nominal marginal rale (percent) ...... . . . ... 3 30 AU 25 10 19
- Change from present faw: ;
43038 1135 42254 3629 4608
+35 -13 +26 -4 +170
'Assumesrl?&mﬂx w?e %'o atfected by other features of the proposals
FAMILY NO. 5—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION
Present law m m Teasry  Sepnder  DeContat
Income:
;elaéers (o 4010K)) ... .. . ... 93750 94750 93750 93750 93750 3,750
its:
Moo, iOSURRCE.. . e . i w3250 s 625 3850 ... ..
Life ISURNE v v v o 138 .. ... 3.
Educational assistance ........ T 11 2,150 2750 2,760 2150 ..
Intcrest .. et s 1w e e 10000 1,000 1,000 1,000
(401 (k) muemenl savmzs) e (928) 0 (825)  (9.125) .. e e e et e
Business profit..... wrer s v o 15000 15000 15,000 15.000 15000 15,000
Gross iome. e v oo oo 103375 106763 103375 112273 115750 108.750
Adjustments:
Kegh eonlribuhon......,.,«.«.... e (3750) 0 (3.750)  (3750)  (3250)  (3250) e
RAcontabulion ... . oY e o (4000)  (4,000) (40000 (5.000) (4.000)
2eamer . ... e . (3000} i i e e s e+ e
20 percent empt excl .. e e Y1989 Ll L
Adjusted gross mcome . . . 92625 99,013 75440 103523 108050 108,750
Deductions:
Slate/local income taxes . .33 M e 33D e
Real estate tax .. v s . 1.500 1.500 1500 ... 1500 ...
LT S . . .71 ~ 8
Mortgage interest.. ... .. 22500 22500 22500 22500 22500 . ...
Consumer inferest . ... . . 2500 1,000 L1500 2500 . ...
Chacitable contributen... . . .18 2,188 2183 117 2183
Subltobal. . o e w .. 33938 36563 32188 24117 38938 .. ...
’ Zero-bracket amount ... . . . (4640) ... (4130) (4750) . ... .
Excess 1temzed ceduction . 34,298 36563 28058 19367 38938 . ...
Personal exemptions... . . . 2125 3200 5000 5,000 528 1812
2 Taxable income . ... . ... 55602 59250 43382 79,056 63,862 __ 96,933
Total WX oo v es e e S 11063 16517 9420 15102 6386 18418
Tax/0ss incoine (percent) ... B [ D 131 91 B35 55 169
Nominal macginal rate (percent). ... S e k] 30 A4 25 10 19
Change from present law: s .
Doltats...... coeemes - @ BSOS 1683 R4030 4677 42,355
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FAMILY NO. 8—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION—Continued

Bdey. . .
Pesntlow B0 XY Tawy St DeConc

PRICEL . ooercoeecnn esmsmvcsion + 5 s msnns smressnots sesamssmssasasess +50 —~15 +37 ~42 +66
Chanze from 1986:

[V - 2409 4,885 1901 #4094 41361 43683

PRICEAL.... cove coccmmemecs  srvsnisnoen U 38 42 +25 +38 +2 +28

1 Assumes FICA base of $51,500

(9) RECENTLY RETIRED COUPLE

Olive, 62, just retired, timing her plans to coincide with her hus-
band’s retirement. She receives a reduced social security benefit
which is based on half her husband’s check. She did not work for
any of her employers long enough to qualify for a pension.

Paul, 65, also just retired. He receives the full social security
maximum benefit plus a pension from his company. He has not
begun drawing on his IRA account, and continues to earn some
income for occasional work of the type he previously performed. Al-
though in good general health, he had a major operation this year
which was only partially paid for by Medicare and insurance. Both
Sﬁouls{:s’ Part B premiums are deducted from their social security
checks.

The couple lives in their own paid-for home. They have accumu-
lated a substantial nest egg of savings and investments in stocks
and bonds which they hope will provide them an adequate cushion to
supplement their social security and pension in case of emergencies
of unforeseen expenditures.

This is a fairly typical profile for couples of this age. According
to a study by the Social Security Administration (Income of the
Population 55 and Over, 1982—SSA Pub. No. 13-11871, March,
1984), 47% percent of couples aged 65-67 had income {rom earn-
ings, 85% received social security, 35% received private pensions,
76% earned interest and 21% received dividends.

The median income for couples where the husband was in the
65-67 age bracket was $19,600 in 1982. This couple is about 10%
above the median, after adjusting for inflation between 1982-86.

L

Income:

Olive: Soctal Secunty . . . .. e . . $3300 1 $4,125

Paut
WaEss s cemee s s U . 5,000 6,250
Social Security — R 1.7/ IR B[ 171
i . £000 2500
.......... 1300 1625
, . o 1400 1750
Medical insurance payments (INCIUBAg P B) ~ooees oov wcv + v e cnen - 900 1125
Outaf-pockel medicl, Gental. v « v v 2000 2500

MOG0ES .o T LT 500 625




Alter 25 percent
198 ol

Consumer interest. ..o . o v [ 200 250
Contributions . e e s 500 625

¥ Social secunly amounts projected based on 1985 actual benefits, socul security bene, *s are indexed to wages rather tan prices and theretoe
may not have msen by 25 percent dunng a penod of 25 percent inflaton

FAMILY NO. 9—OLIVE AND PAUL—1988

Pt SO K ey S Deonon

. Income:
Wages.. e e 5000 5,000 5,000 5,000 5000 5000
Soctal Secunty . . C ot w e meens e o e s 12120
Pension . S cwen 8000 6.000 6,000 6.000 6.000 6,000
Dvidends ... . ... . coeow 1200 1,400 1,400 A0 1,400
Inferest, « v © . L. Lo . 1300 1,300 1.300 L300 1300 ..o
Gross income . . . e oo 135000 13700 13700 13700 13700 23120
Adjustments:
20 percenl empl. exel .. . . v £ 11 1) R
Adjusted gross income . | .o 13500 13700 '2,700 13200 13700 23120
Deductons:
Nedical.. . . NN R 1] 2030 2184 WS e o e e
StateZlocal, moome s . 900 0 . ... 450 800 ..
Realestale tax. .. ... . " . 800 800 800 400 800 ..
Sales tax. e e 25 .. e Bk X ..
Consumer mleresl . . 200 W0 ... 200 200 .
Chantable contributen ... . 500 500 500 2% 500 e
Subtotals oo ¢ e L . 5350 23930 r29%8 4104 2625 ... ..
Tero-bracket amount ... ... . . . (310)  (6000)  (3.300)  (3800) s ot e
Excess itemized deduction . 1,640 500 500 304 2625 .. ...
Personal exemptions 2180 3.200 4,000 4,000 4.200 9,450
Additional exempton. 1090 1,000 2000 ... e e .
Taxable ncome . . . . . 8530 3,000 6,200 9.3% 68715 13620
Tolaltx oo o L oo 569 420 636 839 688 2597
Tax/geoss wncome (parcent) .. 42 30 29 61 50 112
Nominal marginal rate (percent) . 1] 14 ] 15 10 19
Change from present Jaw:
Dolars . . . . -1y Q17 #2890 419 420
Percent | ) +2 +4 +2 +3%

VERCE Chantibe Contidetin

FAMILY NO. 9—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION

-
Present law g[p‘g%‘ m’; Teaty  Stads  DeConom
s Income e
WJiess“' LN 6,250 8250 6,250 6250 6,250 g;gg
Sovval Setunty - 18,
Pension 1.500 15000 2.500 1.500 1.500 1500
Divdends . 1,550 1.5 1.150 1,150 1150
Inferest ... 1,625 1,625 1,625 156 1,625
Gross mcome.. . . . R w~ 16925 1,125 1,125 16,256 1,125 28900
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FAMILY NO. 9—AFTER 25 PERCENT INFLATION—Continued

Bradiey-
Present bow o8 Kxfs??n Treasuy

Adjustments:
Wpercentemploexel ... . .. .. .. . (1.250)
Adjusted grossincome .. . ... . .. 18/ 17,125 1625 17125
Deductica -
PG 1o reee e sir s st = e or e O 2,531
State/local income laxes ... 1,125
250
. 625 ...
Subtotal......c.one . 14,912 3730
Tero-bracket amount WS40)  (6,000)  (4130)
Excess itemized daduction 625
Personal exemptions. e+ et e e G120 3,200
Additions! €X8mPEON .evvecesecsereres v vee ¢ wnvee e wome 1,360 1,000
TaXable R00ME oveerrvs wree o+ e v srrare e . 10,800 6.300 ) 17,088
[ 11 UV 882 3,241
Tax/gross income (percent) . 52 X 1 11.2
Nomina} marginal rate (pereent) .. .ot ccorie +ines ] 15 10 19
Change from pre ent law:
Dolla +162 +256 +139 42,527
+3 +36 +19 +351
+462 +137 4111 4650
" +110 +16 +25 +25
lbcwe]chmwe contndution.
i
} (10) Wibow

Ru*h is an 82-year-old widow who lives primarily on her hus-
band's social security benefit. Her social security benefit is slightly
less than the median benefit for widows, based on 1982 data (updat-
ed for inflation).

Her husband’s pension ceased when he died. Her only other
income is interest from her savings account plus some series E gov-
ernment bonds purchased years ago by her ﬁusband. She occasion-
ally receives gifts of needed items and clothes from her children
who live in other cities and pays them extended visits once or twice
a year. &

Ruth lives in an apartment. Iler health is stable but s’ e must
take medication and have frequent check-ups to monitor he.r r-eart
condition, arthritis and diabetes.

Alter 25 percent
1985 wathn

Income:
Social Security (SA17/M0) e i it i s s e s e 15000 16,250
Intorest frOM SVINES.cv v+« e e e e . 500 625
Withdrawal {rom Sanngs.... 150 938
food stamgs...... - 200 2250
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Adtes 25 percent
198 oo

Meéﬁcal insurance-part B premivm . ., e
Out-of-pocket medical care. ....... P

State/local income tax......
Contributions......

' Social securify benefits are indexed to wages rathh than prces and theretore may nol increase precssely 25 percent dunag a period of 25

pescent wnflatxn,

* Food s!arws e ndued
pericd of 25 percent i

IHKS propction bzscd on current Law; program s not wdexed (o the CP1.

to food prce ircreases rather 1han lo the overall CP1 and therefore may not mxrease precssly 25 percent g a

TAXPAYER NO. 10—RUTH—1986

Bradiey-

Kemp-

Present law Gephardt Kastin Treasury St LeConeni
Income:
Interest N 500 500 500 500 L1
Adjusted rOSS inCOMe v . voce -+ e« e 500 500 500 500 500 5,000
Tero-brackel amounl..cvne .+ e e (2510)  (3.000)  (2600)  {2.800) .covsmrrommmmeenions s e
g o e e e - 1,090 1,600 2,000 2,000 2,100 4125
Additional exemplionS.. v ww v w wes moeew 1,080 1,000 2,000
TAX ceressensnranerssns 2 oen o sesstrans o+ semmessans + oo 0 0 0 0 0 52
Change from present law:
DOMALS .. e s« mererrore wstrenms ar o« e A e +52
TAXPAYER NO. 10—AFTER 25 PERGENT NFLATION
Pl Bader K™ tmwy Sk Do
Interest SN 625 625 625 344 |71 J—
Adjusted gross income.,.. .. ... . ... 625 625 625 34 625 6,250
Tero-bracket amount... e e+ o (3140)  (3.000) (3.250)  (3.500) .
Personal exemptions...... 1,360 2,000 2,500 2500 2605 5906
A" nal exemptions.... P 1,360 1,000 2500 e e rsen snansren
Taxable income ........ “ e e o 0 0 0 0 0 M
A o e one s n s e ars e - 0 0 0 0 0 65
Change from Present Law:
Dolfa +65

BEST COPY AVAILABLE
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APPENDIX 2

TAX COMPUTATION TABLES FOR TAX ALTERNATIVES

A Joint returns—1986.
Taxable income:

$3.710 to $6000...
$6,000 to $8,290...
$8,290 to $12990.
$12,990 to §17,460. .
$17,460 to §22,040. .
$22,040 to §26,850....
$26,850 to §32,630. ...
$32,630 to $38410..... ....
$38,410 to $49,380..
$49,930 to $65,480...
$65.480 to $93.420. .

1. Present Law

Tax i

$93420 10 $119,390 o v

$119330 t0 §177,230. ... ...
$177,230 of MO8 coovs e+« e
Alter 25 percent inflation:

Under $4,640...ccouncn e v« wornene
$4,640 to $2,500...
$7.500 to $10,360.
$10,360 to $16,240.
$16,240 o0 $21,830..
$21,830 to §22,550..........
$21,550 to $33,500.. .......
$33,500 to $40,790. .. ...

$40,790 to $45010. .o o L ..

$48,010 to $62,480......
$62,480 t0 $81,850 . cenn s -
$81,850 to $116, 780........
$116,780 to $149, 2. ..
$149,240 10 §221,540 ..
$221,540 or mete ... .. ..., .

B. Head of household relums—lSBG.

Taxable income:

"1 percent of excess over $3,710.

§252 plus 12 percent of excess over $6,000.
$527 plus 14 percent of excess over $8,290.
$1,185 plus 16 percent of excess over $12,990.
$1,900 plus 18 percent of excess over $17,460.
$2,724 plus 22 percent of excess over $22,040.
§3,786 plus 25 percent of excess over $26,850.
§5,231 plus 28 percent of excess over $32,630.
§6,849 plus 33 percent of excess over $38,410.
§10,666 plus 38 percent of excess over $49,980.
$16,556 plus 42 percent of excess over $65,480.
$28,290 plus 45 percent of excess over $93,420.
$39,976 plus 49 percent of excess over $119,390.
$68,317 plus £9 percent of excess over $177,230.

0.

11 yercent of excess over $4,640.

$314 s 12 percent of excess over §7,500.
§658 plus 14 percent of excess over $10,360.
$1,480 plus 16 percent of excess over $16,240.
$2,373 plus 18 percent of excess over $21,830.
$3,405 plus 22 percent of excess over $27,550.
$4,131 plus 25 percent of excess over $33,500.
$6,537 plus 28 percent of excess over $40,790.
$8,560 plus 33 percent of excess over $48,010.
$13,333 plus 38 percent of excess over $62,480.
$20,695 plus 42 percent of excess over $81,850,
$35,363 plus 45 percent of excess over $116,780.
$49,970 plus 49 percent of excess over $149,240,
$85,396 plus 50 percent of excess over $221,540.

Tax is.

Under $2,510 ummn e s v i ¢ e seernees

$2,510 to $4.800....... ... ..
$4,800 10 $2090 ... .. ...
$2,090 to $9490.... . ...
$9.490 to $12,880...........
$12.880 to $16,370...
$16.370 to $19,860.
$19860 to $25,650. .
$25,650 o $31,430...
$31,430 to §32,210..
$37,210 to $48,780. -
$48,780 to $66,130....... .. . .

$66,130 t0 §89.270. . ... ...
$89,270 to §118,190 ........ .
$118,190 or more.... .. ... ..

After 25 oexcent inflation:

Under $3,140... ... .oe
$3,140 to $6.000... . ...
$6,000 to $3.860......
$8,860 to $11,860....
$11,860 to $16,100...
$16,100 to $20,460...
$20,460 to $24,830.
$24,830 to $32,060..
$32,060 to $39,290...
$39,290 to $45,890.....

H

SEST COPY AVARABLE
ERIC
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0.

11 percent of excess over $2,510.

$252 plus 12 percent of excess over $4,800.
$521 plis 14 percent of excess over $7,090
$853 p!us 17 percent of excess over $9,490.
$1,439 plus 18 percent of excess over $12,880.
$2.067 plus 20 percent of excess over $16,370.
$2,765 plus 2°, percent of excess over $19,860,
$4,155 plus 28 percent of excess over $25,650.
$5.857 plus 32 percent of excess over $21,430.
$1,006 plus 35 percent of excess over $37,210.
$11,756 plus 42 percent of excess over $48,780.
$19,043 plus 45 percent of excess cver $66,130.
$29,456 plus 48 percent of excess over $83,270.
$43,338 plus 50 percent of excess cver $118,190.

0.

11 percent of excess over $3,140,

$315 plus 12 percent of excess over $6,000.
$659 plus 14 percent of excess over $8,860.
$1,079 plus 17 percent of excess over $11,860.
$1,799 plus 18 percent of excess over $16,100.
§2,580 plus 20 percent of excess over $20,460.
$3.456 plus 24 percent of excess over $24,830.
$5,194 plus 28 percent of excess over $32,060.

$1.321 plus 32 pereenl of ﬁs ﬁel i39 i90
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TAX COMPUTATION TABLES FOR TAX ALTERNATIVES—Continued

$46,890 to $60,980 .. .. $9.633 plus 35 percent of excess aver $46,890.
$60,980 lo $82,660. ... $14,695 plus 42 percent of excess over $60,980.
$82,660 to $111,590... $23,804 plus 45 percent of excess over $82,660.

$111,590 to $142,740.... .. $36,820 plus 48 percent of excess over $111,590.
$142,740 of mote ........ . ... $54,173 plus 50 percent of excess over $147,740.
C. Single returns—1986:
Taxable income: Tax is:

$2510 t0 $3,710 11 petcent of excess over $2,510.

$3,710 to $4,800 $132 plus 12 percent of excess over $3,710.
$4,800 to $7,090. $262 plus 14 percent of excess over $4,800.
$1.090 t0 $9,280 ... . . $583 plus 15 percent of excess over $7,090.
$5.280 0 S11,790.. . ¢+ eh e e $912 plus 16 percent of excess over $9,280.
$11,790 o $14,080.... ... $1.314 plus 18 percent of excess over $11,790.
$14,080 t0 $16,370...... .. $1,726 plus 20 percent of excess over $14,080.
$16,370 10 $19,860...... .c. ... $2,184 plus 23 percent of excess over $16.370.
$19,860 to $25,650 $2.986 plus 26 percent of excess over $19,860.
$25,650 t0 $31430.. ... o e iil $4,492 plus 30 percent of excess over $25,650.
$31,430 10 $37,200urs oo oo §$6.228 plus 34 percent of excess over $31,430.
$37,210 to $45.290......... .. $8,193 plus 38 percent of excess over $37,210.
$45,290 to $60,350 e $11,263 plus 42 percent of excess over $45,290.
$60.350 to $89.270.. ... s« e $17,588 plus 48 percent of excess over $60,350.
$83,270 OF MOM® covee -« s s $31.469 plus 50 percent of excess over $89,270.

After 25 percent inflation,

Under $3,140...... .couernee e e o 0.

$3.140 to $4,640. L 11 percent of excess over $3,140.

$4.640 to $6,000. $165 plus 12 percent of excess over $4,640.
$6,000 to $8,860. $328 plus 14 percent of excess over $6,000.

$8,360 to $11,600 $729 plus 15 percent of excess over $8,360.
$11,600 to $14,740.. o e $1,140 plus 16 percent of excess over $11,600.
S0 10 $17.600.cnre e et s $1,642 plus 18 percent of excess over $14,740.
$17,600 to $20,460. $2,157 plus 20 percent of excess over $17,600.
520,460 1o $24,830.. $2,730 plus 23 percent of excess over $20,460.
$24.830 o $32,000.. $3,733 plus 26 percent of excess over $24,830.
$32,060 to $39,290... e $5.615 plus 30 percent of excess over $32,060.
$39,290 to $46,510.......... ... $7,183 plus 34 percent of excess over $39,290.
$46,510 o $56,610 . . $10,240 plus 38 percent of excess over $46,510.
$56,610 to $75,440.. $14,079 plus 42 percent of excess over $56,610.
$15440 to $111,530 $21,985 plus 48 percent of excess over $75,440.
$111,590 of more . $39,336 plus §) percent of excess over $111,590.

Basic tax on laxable income: 14 percent.

Surtax on AG! kss net interest expense up to amount of interest mcome.

2. Bradiey-Gephardt

Joint: 12 percent on $40,000 to $65,000; 16 percent on $65,000 and over.
Head of Housshold: 12 percent on $25,000 to $37,500; 16 percent on $37,500 and over.
Single: 12 percent on $25,000 to $37,500; 16 pescent on $37,500 and over.

3. Treasury
A Joint returns—1986:
Taxable income: Tax is:
Less thant $3800. cuvuverne v« v < ervrs sar sencens srve svenne O
$3.800 to $31,8%. . 15 percent of excess over $3,800.

$31,800 to $63,000..

After 25 percent inflation:

Less than $4.750 .. ...couee vecven
$4,750 to $39,750 .
$39,750 to $79,75

$4,200 plus 25 percent of excess over $31,800.
$12,200 plus 35 percent of excess over $63,800.

$0.
15 percent of excess over $4,750.

$5,250 plus 25 peicent of excess on $39,750.

$15,250 plus 35 percent of excess over $79,750.

]‘axab]e imome: Q&VMVA "Qa m
Less than $3,500
$3,500 to $25,000.... 15 percent of excess over $3,500.
$25,000 to $48,000.... $3,225 plus 25 percent of excess over $25,000.
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TAX COMPUTATION TABLES FOR TAX ALTERNATIVES—Continued

$48,000 and over...... . .. . s $8,975 plus 35 percent of excess over $48,000.
Alter 25 percent infiaton:

Less than $4.380 coe v comin e o 0.
$15 percent of excess over $4,380.

$4,380 to $31,250.... Coe

$31,250 to $60,000........ . .. . . o $4.031 plus 25 percent of excess over $31,250

$60,000 and over............. Lo $11,219 plus 35 percent of excess over $60,000
C Single retums—1986:

Taxable income: Tax

Less than $2.800 ... . . 0
$2,800 to $19300.c o oo . . 15 percent of excess over $2,800
$19,300 to $38,100 . ... . . $2475 plus 25 percent of excess over $19,300
$38100 andoveranw ... .~ . . . . .. $1.175 plus 35 percent of excess over $38,100
Alter 25 percent inflation:
Less than $3.500 ... ovenn . . ¢
$3500to 2125 o L . 15 percent of excess over $3,500.
$2,125 to $47.625.. ... ... . $3.008 plus 25 percent of excess over $24,125.
s4n625 andover... . . . . $3.969 plus 35 percent of excess over $47,625.
4, FICA
1986:
Taxrate .. .. e N .. 118
Bast s o e e e e $41,700
1990:
Taxrate....... ... . . 765
Base ... ORI . $51.900
o 140 DJDAAVA YI0D Ta3e
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FINANCIAL HELP FOR VULNERABLE FAMILIES: THE
INCOME TRANSFER MENU

Alfred J. Kahn*

The United States has been concentrating on cutbacks rather
than on basic welfare reform in recent years. The Congress is cur-
rently exploring tax simplification. In short, this is not the time for
comprehensive designs and specific income maintenance program
proposals. However, the problems and the needs remain: persistent,
indeed increasing poverty; long-term unemployment after exhaus-
tion of unemployment benefits; single-parent families with no
sources of support and few job skills; low-earner large families;
homeless and penniless victims of emergency and catastrophe;
youth who leave school without job skills or work prospects.

The lack of current legislative action, in short, does not justify
forgetting the issue. What follows begins with the premise that this
may be a time to add to the clarity of the debate and to ‘‘stockpile”
some possibilities. As long as there is societal change there can be
no long-term freeze of social policy.

BACKGROUND

More thun fifteen years ago, what was to become a longer series
of efforts to enact welfare reform under such banners as “a guar-
anteed income” or a “negative income tax’’ began with recommen-
dations from President Lyndon Johnson’s Heineman Commission
(1969). The family assistance plan (FAP) of the Nixon administra-
tion was defeated three years later after a long fight and a complex
debate. Modified versions of the plan were also turned back in
1972, but they did provide the design for Supplemental Security
Income (SSI), a program unifying and federalizing public assistance
for the aged, blind, and disabled. President Carter offered his two-
track Better dobs and Income program in 1977, distinguished those
expected to work from those not considered employable, and com-
bining administrative reform and simplification with some ele-
ments of an income guarantee and work requirements. After a long
effort, this proposed reform, too, lost in 1980.

Over this time, several lessons have emerged: (a) the durability
of many “welfare” principles which are traceable to Elizabethan

- poor law and early 19th century reform debates, (b) the difficulty of
reconciling conservative and liberal perspectives on which vulnera-
ble families should be aided—and how; and (c) the need to think of
both tax and incom.. maintenance strategies as interrelated in de-
signing a realistic program. (Here we employ the term “income
transfers” as the label which subsumes the variety of non market

* Professor, Columbia University, School of Social Work.
3N
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il.evi)ces whereby income is made available to individuals or fami-
ies.

Some brief historical background may be helpful.

As societies discovered economic need too extensive to be met by
family and neighbors, church, or .rivate charity, they invented
“poor law”’, the precursor of modern public (social) assistance. This
early and subsequent formalization of the public role was inevita-
ble, given scale, costs, the need to settle the question of who pays,
and the need to establish that there would be public accountability,
administrative structures, and provision for meeting costs. But
from the sixteenth century to last summer’s AFDC amendments,
the level and form of help have been sensitive to the possibility or
likelihood that generous and easily obtained aid might create wurk
disincentives. The “morally corrupt” might become malingerers
and “exploit” their generous fellow men. The resulting policy and
program strategies are familiar; demeaning means tests, low grant
levels which are not competitive with minimum wage rates, prefer-
ence for indoor relief (workhouses and almshouses) over relief
while at home, loss of political rights, contracting-out of the labor
of adult applicants and indenture of their children, preference for
in kind over cash grants. The responsibility and financing re-
mained local as well, since this continued the tradition of family
and primary group responsibility, allcwed neighbors or local offi-
cials opportunity to inhibit malingering and fraud, assured access
to private help first if available, and resulted in levels of assistance
attuned to local costs and labor markets. Moreover, local adminis-
trators retained considerable discretion in evaluating need and pos-
sible malingering; only the “worthy” could expect help. Those who
were not of the community could be sent elsewhere.

In the United States, the most primitive and demeaning of these
policies initially were modified in the late nineteenth century and
changed substantially after the Great Depression and the enact-
ment of the Social Security Act. Although the differentiation be-
tween the “deserving” and the “undeserving™ poor was an old one,
the “deserving”, who were treated less punitively, were at first
only those whose need might be ascribed to “Acts of God™ (the phy-
sicially handicapped, the very old or infirm, perhaps the widows
and young children of respected citizens who had died in accidents
or from sudden illness). The Depression consolidated the notion
that Acts of God (or of individually unavoidable social causation)
could take the form of crop failure, fire, illness, and economic ca-
tastrophe which left people without income no matter how hard
working and motivated they were and had been. Means tests even-
tually were to become more objective, contracting out of the labor
of recipients was to end and workfare to be forbidden, children no
longer were specifically placed in foster care because their parents
were poor, cash payments were guaranteed. Political rights, espe-
cially the right to vote, could no longer be forfeit as the result of
public =id, a practice prevalent from colonial times but effectively
gone since the early part of the century in most places. The courts
and legislation eliminated various rules about settlement (resi-
dence) and the worst of the invasions of privacy and arbitrary dis-
cretion. There was to be “statewideness” in welfare administration
under the 1935 law and an assistance staff hired through civil serv-

5 3JBANAVA YI0D TH38
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ice procedures. Serious efforts were to be made to help peuple find
work or receive needed training.

Nonetheless, the core historical characteristics of public assist-
ance were to remain: an income and assets test which was strin-
gent, a low grant level, and constant alertness to the work-welfare
tie, so that disincentives would be avoided. While now there would
be federal sharing of costs, the local contribution remained and the
state set the standard of need for the means test. What is more,
while discrimination was prohibited (and, later, the courts protect-
ed against infringement of liberties and rights simply because one
was In receipt of aid), the state was not required to enact a particu-
lar grant level or meet any adequacy standard. The state legisla-
tures still determined budgets. The result was and is the great vari-
ations in assistance levels in the AFDC (Aid to Families With De-
pendent Children) program, variations so great that some state
grants were and are mere gestures, rescued only by the addition of
a standardized food stamp program entitlement. Furthermore, in
contrast to the practice in most countries, the U.S. public assist-
ance programs were not designed to cover the intact household
with two parents. This was not considered a “deserving” category
without suspicion. Finally, in 1961, states were permitted to extend
AFDC eligibility to children ir intact families if their father were
unemployed. Only half the states have taken advantage of this
option and have done so under rules that have limited eligibility
totals severely.

By contrast, as public consciousness and the political system ab-
sorbed the lessons of modern industrial society, and as democratiza-
tion spread through the industrial world, a new program—indeed a
new social invention—known as social security or social insurance
began to protect those whose needs were predictable ind obviously
not attributable to moral failure or personal willfulne:s. Soon there
were to be seen almost everywhere in industrialized ¢ountries pro-
grams of workmen’s compensation (to deal with work i.gury), un-
employment insurance, old age and survivors insurance, and dis-
ability insurance.! (Sickness benefits, while widespread, were not
developed in the United States system). Here the individual rights
were clear. Federal law, in the instance of social security (not.
workmen’s compensation or the state-implemented unemployment
insurance), set eligibility conditions and specific benefit formulas
for the entire country. It was possible objectively to compute an in-
dividual’s entitlements. The courts were available to adjudicate al-
leged violations.

Public assistance thus has become less punitive and less discrimi-
natory by the 1960s and it even became more generous well into
the 1970s. But social insurance, contributory in the United States,
was a firm right.2 Legislatures and courts made the assistance
status less onerous in the 1970s, bt ¢ social insurance was indexed,
as was SSI, Supplemental Security Income, social assistance for the

' During the past decade most advanced industrial societies have had some difficulty with dis-
ability insurance because wase totals have grown, .osts become substantial, and functivnal dis-
ability is more difficult to objectify. This subject cannot be tYumucd here, however.

* I use social insurance tv cover pension, disability, and unemployment insurance prugrams
eves. though the popular term is social security. Internationally, and in the U.S, law, assistance
and service programs as well as medical coverage are included in social security laws.
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aged, blind, and disabled, which was enacted in 1972 and which
now occupies a spot hetween assistance and insurance, since its
guarantees are legislatively specific and justifiable, an income
guarantee with a modest, specified assets test.

Why the ongoing problem, then? First, social insurance in the
United States does not cover all contingencies and may provide a
low benefit for those who work at the low-pay irregular jobs. It
does not cover those not in the laber force, except perhaps as de-
pendents. Second, unemployment insurance benefits are low and of
limited duration. Third, father-headed, two-parent households are
mostly ineligible for AFDC and, in any case, AFDC benefits, even
when combined with food stamps, are very low in much of the
country. Fcurth, a miltiplicity of means-tested benefits, often with
inconsiste... eligibility levels (AFDC, Medicaid, food stamps, public
housing) results in a very steep income decline if work brings in
income above the eligibility level(s), i.e., there is a high “implicit
tax rate.” Finally, there are youths and single adults who find no
work or are not qualified for available work, and who are ineligible
for any aid. For many the only option may be local (general) assist-
ance in those selected jurisdictions which offer it. Such assistance
(home relief) does not involve any federal participation.

In short, many needs remain [‘;ut the historic inhibitions remain
as well. a balancing of adequacy versus work incentive, federal
guarantees of at least a minimal standard of living and of stand-
ardized administration versus local variations and responsibility,
providing “welfare” versus providing work, providing sufficient as-
sistance to maintain a community standard versus restraining
costs. To these dilemmas the historical record has added another:
universal versus income or means-tes.ed programs, that is, should
the welfare versus social insurance differentiation, which perforce
plays upon stigma and leaves one group permanently disadvan-
taged, be continued?

Finally, the experience of the 1960s and 1970s renewed another
historical dichotomy. the choices between cash, on the one hand,
and commodities and services (“kind”) on the other. Concern with
hunger in the 1960s revived food distribution, first through a com-
modities program and then through the Food Stamp program. The
Food Stamp program. began with a 1961 pilot, was formalized in
1964, was improved and indexed in 1971, expanded in 1973, and
took its present form in 1977. The Congress that rejected the Nixon
FAP proposals authorized the new, basic income guarantee at a
cost no smaller than FAP estimates (perhaps because the urban
poverty lobby and agricultural interests are a more powerful coali-
tion than the one assembled for welfare reform).

Of course, there was another in kind program, namely the public
housing initiatives, some of them targeted at the poor, which had
begun during the New Deal. Medicaid, far more important and
costly, was passed in 1965, building on earlier welfare-linked medi-
cal care programs. A very small low-income Home Energy Assi-
tance program began in 1981, has changed at least twice, and
varies by state.

In any case, the repertoire in the United States for aiding the
vulnerable now includes the in-kind option, a return to the pre-
cash welfare patterns of earlier eras. These patterns were never
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quite given up, although for a time in the 1930s and 1940s cash was
considered more dignified and effective then turkeys and Christ-
mas baskets and more likely to encourage normalcy. On the other
hand, some Congressional coalitions prefer in kind benefits. There
also are observers who are not sure that the poor use money reli-
ably and would rather target food, shelter, and medical care direct-
ly at them and their children.

Various tax devices also are part of the repertoire; however, it
has been only during the past decade that they have been appreci-
ated as such by most debate participants and policy makers.

The campaigns for a guaranteed incom: and a negative income
tax may have failed in the intended format but we should not
forget the food stamp development and the enactment of SSIL
Moreover these campaigns did make policy makers and the public
aware of a possible connection between social insurance, public as-
sistance, and tax programs. By the 1970s this was a familiar asso-
ciation, even as social security experts in the international litera-
ture had begun to write about the need to integrate social security,
assistance, and tax systems more systematically. A number of
things had become apparent:

A tax return is an income test of sorts and, at least in
theory, just as an income above a certain level can be the basis
for taxation, an income below a certain level can comprise a
deficit to be made up, perhaps in part, by the public treasury;

Public policy already was being used to help families
through personal exemptions in the income tax system for tax-
payers and their children and extra exemptions for the aged
and the blind;

Payroll taxes were being used as the vehicle for contribu-
tions by employers and employees to the costs of Old Age, Sur-
vivors, Disability and Health Insurance (OASDHI) and unem-
ployment insurance, and such contributivns determined subse-
quent eligibility for benefits;

Decisions to tax or not to tax employer-provided health and
pension benefits, or public social security benefits, including
unemployment insurance, both helped shape the worth of such
benefits and created incentives or disincentives to offer them;

Tax policy could make contributions to private charities less
or more costly to individual taxpayers and to corporations; and

Tax credits and tax deductions could help people pay for
their mortgages, local taxes, health and prescription drug costs
and, most recently, the day care and other dependent care
costs of working adults. In a sense, these, too, should be regard-
ed as federal expenditures.

In short, the repertoire of income transfers which may be drawn
upon currently by public policy, whether to assist the vulnerable or
any citizens, consists of strategies identified by the shorthand
terms public assistance, social insurance, tax policy and service-
benefits in kind. In some instances, the programs may belong to
more than one of these families of methods.
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LESSONS FROM OTHER COUNTRIES

In the late 1970s, the Cross National Studies program at Colum-
bia University was funded by the Family Assistance Research Pro-
gram of the Social Security Administration to conduct comparative
research designed to shed light on American income maintenance
programs and their future possibilities. Teams worked in the U.S.
and seven other advanced industrial societies (Canada, England, :
France, Germany, Sweden, Israel, Australia). Two volumes and a .
series of policy-focused articles were published in 1983 and 1984.
Several other papers are in press. (All of this work is co-authored
with Sheila B. Kamerman). I offer some findings relevant to the
present discussion without attempting a full overview. .

Working with research teams in all these countries, we identified
a group of families deemed vulnerable and thus the objects of
income transfer policies. Vulnerable families, who are described in
greater detail in Chart A, were defined as including:

The long- and short-term unemployed, some of whom were in
work-training programs and some of whom were not;

Single mothers raising children; some of the mothers were in
the labor force and some not; some were receiving child sup-
port from the child’s father and others were not; and

Large, two-parent families with one average-wage earner.

There vulnerable families were contrasted with somewhat better
situated families (also described in more detail in Chart A). These
included:

Families with two earners;

One- and two-earner families earning multiples of the aver-
age wage in a particular country; and

Childless families, one of which had an unemployed member
and the other a mother on leave for childbirth.

We also compared the vulnerable families and the so-called “tra-
ditional” two-parent, two-child family with a sole earner of average
wages. However, we found that its situation was in fact more simi-
lar to the vulnerable than to the contrast families; in many coun-
tries it was so regarded and the object of specific supportive me-
sures.?

Our analytic method is elaborated elsewhere, but the following is
essential to what follows: the research teams computed each fami
ly’s income maintenance entitlements for calendar year 1979, sub-
tracted compulsory social insurance contributions, and in the light
of earnings and transfer income, determined each family’s local
and national income tax obligations (or entitlements under tax
credit programs). Each family’s net (after-tax) income for the year
was determined. Then, to permit cross-national (or, in the United
States, inter-state) comparisons, each family’s net income was ex-
pressed as a perCe.\f.age of the wage of the average production
worker in its country for the same year. The ratios were also ex-
pressed on a per capita basis (since the families had different num
bers of members), utilizing several alternative equivalency meas
ures, in view of the fact that families enjoy some econoinies of scale
and that adults and children have different consumption needs.

*Not included 1n the study were several categuries of the ecunomivally vulnerable aged.
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The data collected enabled us to compare the “vulnerable” and
the “contrast” families within each country, so as to identify the
types of families treated most “generously” (i.e., those families
with the highest family and per capita income, as compared with
the net income of the country’s average production worker). We
also were able to compare different countries with regard to each
family type (determining which countries were, relative to their
own standards, generous to each specific type). Finally, compari-
sons of vulnerable families with contrast families as a group and,
then, within countries could be used to shed light on the essentlals
of income transfer policy overall.

Given the sponsorship and locus of the research, the United
States analysis was somewhat more elaborate. To take account of
different state benefit levels and state/local tax variations, the gen-
eral analysis included two states. New York was chosen as one of
the highest benefit states in the nation and Pennsylvania as some-
where between a quarter and a third way down the benecfit-level
distribution, depending upon the index chosen. Since it was learned
early that (relative to United States standards) Pennsylvania's ben-
efits to vulnerable families were less adequate than were benefits
in any of the other countries, relative to their own average wages,
we did not add states which ranked even lower to the international
comparisons. However, to understand the effects of specific income
maintenance programs and what occurred if one attended to local
salaries and taxes, a supplementary analysis was made for Tennes-
?ee iand Alabamsa. which are near the bottom of the U.S. in grant
evels.

The analysis of ranks and contrasts completed, we could examine
the specific programs and policies through which the results were
achieved. We could look specifically at social insurance, public as-
sistance and tax programs and at their differential impacts.

Available time and space permits us to present in summary form
findings of particular interest to the present discussion.*

COUNTRIES AND FAMILIES

The reader may find it helpful at this point to consider two
charts and four tables which provide orientation to the results.
Chart A, which identifies the families as reported in the tables,
Table 1, which compares the “generosity scores” (the family's end-
of-the-year income as a percentage of the net average production
worker's wage for the particular country) of fifteen families in
eight countries, Table 2, which uses these data to create rankings
for each family type by country;, Table 3, which ranks target (vul-
nerable) families by country in accord with a consolidated score,
and also does as much for the contrast families, Table 4, which
looks in more detail at the role of social assistance in the income of

4 The question arises as to whether a new analysis would show results very different from
those ubtaned with 1979 date (the analysis touk several years), While several of the cuuntries
have made chungcs. su«.h hanges have been at the margins, uut in prugram cores, At the same
time the United States has (.ulicd sume unempluyment benefits umfehg.b‘m levels fur AFDC
?_m(irfood stamps, the nut certaun, we wuuld expect a new analysis wuuld repeat yur central
indings.
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vulnerable families in all countries, Chart B, which summarizes
the programs available to these families in the different countries.

While these tables only illustrate the types of data available,
they will clarify for the reader the pattern of analysis behind some
of the relevant conclusions briefly summarized herein:

1. The differences in generosity rankings among countries (Table
3) are not random. The three countries which have set out with ex-
plicit policies to provide specific income underpinnings to vulnerable
families with children clearly have accomplished this. Sweden,
France, and the Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany),
each with its own rationale, have targeted the vulnerable and have
accomplished their objectives. They lead in generosity. The coun-
tries appe~r in the tables in order of per capita income (per capita
GNP); while this factor is not unimportant, the generosity scores
show that policy at times shifts priorities. The consistency in status
of the vulnerable and contrast families in some places (France, for
example) and the very different rankings in others (Sweden) reflect
very different attitudes towards redistribution in support of family
benefits.

These ranking dit.crences mean real consumption to real fami-
lies. For example, Table 1 should be interpreted as follows. a single
mother, not in the labor force and rearing two young children
(Family la) receives through various transfer payments in the
course of the year 93.8 percent of the net after-tax average produc-
tion worker’s wage in Sweden, 78.6 percent in France, and 67.3 per-
cent in Germany. The same type of family receives half or slightly
over half that level of the Swedish level of support in the four
countries perpetuating some of the earlier poor law traditions:
Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, and Israel. New York is
also in this group. Pennsylvania follows at 44 percent. Alabama
and Tennessee, not shown in the table, have scores of 31.4 and 33.1.

About two-thirds to three-quarters of American states are less
generous, relatively, to this family type than all coutries in the
research although the United States is one of the wealthiest coun-
tries in the group.

2. Income maintenance generosity raises the consumption floor for
vulnerable families significantly and mudifies the degree of differ
ence between the resources of vulnerable and contrast families. How
ever, the relative rankings of families within countries are not sig
nificantly changed.—There are some few exceptions, but in gener-
al, several conclusions may be drawn:

Despite the generous benefits which some countries provide,
families without children arc and remain better off than those
with children. Transfer payments do not match the costs of
raising a child.

It continues to pay to work and work is assumed for almost
everyone, everywhere. The presence of an employed wage
earner in a family usually far ouiweighs all possible benefit ad-
vantages.

Two-earner families have a dramatic income advantage de-
spite the tax and income support system. Indeed in most places
the two-parent, two-child family with one average earner is
seen as vulnerable and aided through children allowances.
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(Since we have no such supports in the United States, the typi-
cal, traditional family ranks very poorly comparatively).

The study defiued large families as those with two parents, a
working father with an average wage, and four or more chil-
dren. As seen in Table 2, the countries high in the generosity
rankings are France, Sweden, and Germany, in that order, fol-
lowed by the United Kingdom and Israel; these are countries
where the issue of child poverty is constantly di:cussed public-
ly. The United States is at the bottom of this ranking, joined
only by Australia, a country which employs income testing for
all transfers, even what we know as social insurance. In the
low-ranking countries total family income for the six member
family is barely above that for the four-member, two-parent,
average-salary family, despite transfers. The three lead coun-
tries, by contrast, boost the four-child family income signifi-
cantly, even though on a per capita basis, within their own
country, the family’s relative status remains. The four-child
family with a working parent is better off, relatively, within its
own country than the single mother and her children, who are
dependent completely on the income maintenance system or
than all the families with unemployed heads. However, the
single mother who is in the labor force, although a low earner,
achieves a higher standard for her family than does the two-
child two-parent family with an average earner, if her income
supplemented by allowances and assistance, as specified below.

2. The major policy instruments which produce these results are
generally shared by countries but there are important variations
which account for some of the country generosity ranking differ-
ences. Other differences reflect benefit levels, not availability of
programs per se. The most significant programs for families are
child or family allowances (but not in the United States), unem-
pluyment benefits, and tax policies (see Chart B). As summarized in
our final report:

There are some programs which are unique to individual
countries or particularly important in some countries and
not in others. Among t{\e unique programs are child sup-
port {advance maintenance) in three countries and food
stamps in the U.S. Maternity or parental benefits are
available everywhere but Australia and the U.S. Four
countries have [entitlement] housing allowances, two have
refundable tax credits.

4. Especially dramatic is the way in which public (social) assist-
ance as a policy device varies in significance and in the extent to
which it s of use across the countries. The United States relies
heavily on public assistance and food stamps for lack of having
adopted useful alternatives.

It should be noted that public assistance programs in most coun-
tries are converging on the supplementary benefit pattern, much
like SSI in the United States. Nationally run or directed, the pro-
grams are characterized by moderate and standardi-ed asset tests,
national eligibility standards objectively set, and fewer elemerts of
stigma than in the past. Usually, the supplementary benefit for the
aged whuse social insurance benefits (pensions or unemployment
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insurance) are inadequate is in the same program as that for single
mothers and children (our AFDC) and for two-parent, low-earner
families. England has a separate Family Income Supplement (FIS)
to cover low-earner families. In some countries (e.g. Germany) the
unemployed who have exhausted unemployment insurance benefits
become recipients of a special unemployment assistance, that is
income-tested and at a somewhat lower benefit level than unem-
ployment insurance, but standardized.

In addition to this, some ﬁlaces have retained or reestablished ¢
the locally administered, highly discretionary, assistance programs
of the past, integrated with a social service component, to cope
with emergencies, special circumstances, transitions, and program
gaps. These are small programs of limited duration. <

Public assistance (“welfare”) coverage rates are nowhere nearly
as high as in the United States and England. (England uses its as-
sistance programs to cover the long-term unemployed, a large
group, as well as the aged who need supplementation, single moth-
ers and their children, and single adults unable to “make it” in the
labor market).

Nonetheless, each of the countries except France uses some form

. of public assistance on a significant scale. France substitutes a rich
package of family allowances, both income-tested and non-income
tasted. What is significant here is that the United States, Canada,
and Israel employ public assistance in the largest variety of situa-
tions of need while Sweden, France, and Germany do so in the
fewest. The difference is dramatic. The latter countries have adopt-
ed alternatives (see below) and also are the most generous to vul-
nerable families. Some families which do receive public assistance
in such countries as Sweden (the at-home sole mother) are not
large groups in the population and the aid is brief.

5. Countries minimize the use of public assistance by a combina-
tion of labor market policies {work training or school, with sti-
pends) and a variety of other income substitutes and income suﬁple
mentation devices. Especially important are family (child) allow-
ances, housing allowances, government child support guarantees
and, as indicated, unemployment assistance.

Central to these strategies are the income supplementation pro-

%'rams which do not remove work incentives: the universal child or

amily allowances which are paid at all income levels and the hous-
ing allowances which are income-tested but available at a relative-
ly high income level and not stigmatized.® The idea is to retain in-
centives to work in the knowledge that earnings will not affect
access to these essential supplements which make the difference
between managing and poverty.

Child and family allowances are the most important of these pro- .
grams. They are universal. France also adds an income-tested un-
stigmatized flat-rate family income suﬁplement, pitched rather
high, to cover those with three or more children or one child under
age 3. The United States is the only major country in the world

5 Typically a means-tested program requires full disclosure of all income and assets and re
quires the cashing vut of all ur most assets befure there is eligability for aid. The applicant usu
ally 1s subject to thorough and vngoing nvestigativn and checking The incume tested program
declares ehigibihity for all thuse below a spevified current inwme level, ignures assets, and allows
verification through tax returns, salary slips, or similar simple means.
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which does not offer any family (children) allowances, other coun-
tries recognize the fact that wages are unrelated to family obliga-
tions and that the entire society has a stake in the living standards
of the next generation.

Income-tested housing allowance entitlements in Germany,
France, Sweden, and the United Kingdom reflect the understand-
ing that housing-market dynamics result in rental or price levels
beyond the capacity of average earners. These programs are objec-
tive, simple, and without stigma. In Sweden and France in particu-
lar the combined child allowances and housing allowances add sig-
nificantly to income. For a single working mother with two chil-
dren in Sweden the combined supplement is equal to over 20 per-
cent of the average production worker's net wage; it is equal to
one-third that wage in France. For the four-child, single-earner
family the additions are 56 percent of the net average wage in
Sweden and 67 percent in France.

The child support programs, most generous in Sweden among the
countries studied, provide an unstigmatized, reliable public guaran-
tee if there has been a court award but the absent parent does not
pay. In some countries the program is at the welfare level and not
much more detached from the welfare machinery than in the
United States. In others, benefits are higher than social assistance
and families are made truly better off.

These, then, were some central findings.

USING THE TAX SYSTEM

As indicated earlier, it is now generally understood that in addi-
tion to its role in collecting money to meet government commit-
ments, the tax system is a vehicle for explicit and implicit public
policy. In the research here summarized, we found the following.

1. The United States and Canada employ the tax system to pay
direct transfers to low income families. These are refundable tax
credits, returning cash if the indebtedness is below the entitlement.
(A U.S. family may receive advance payment if it files with the em-
ployer). The U.S. Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) program was
cnacted in 1975 at the time of a general tax cut and was intended
to offset fur certain low-inconie workers the increased social securi-
ty payroll tux burden. Four of the family types in the research
(single mothers in the labor force,® intermittent workers in two-
pa.ent families, and people in training programs receiving taxable
stipends) proved eligibile for the credit and it constituted between
3.6 to 6.3 percent of total fuinily incomes in New York and between
4.7 to 7.3 percent of the lower family incomes in Pennsylvania.
While these are small amounts they are significant income compo-
nents, in a sense these are an alternative to family allowances for
a limited number of low income families even though not designed
as such.

The somewhat different Canadian tax credit is specifically in-
tended as a supplement to family allowances targeted at low-
income families. (Ontario has its own modest supplementary re-
fundable tax credit that, unlike the Canadian benefit or the U.S.

¢ Receiving or not receiving chilii support payments.
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EITC, is not limited to families with children. It is intended to
offset housing, sales tax and other costs faced by low-income tax-
payers.) We found all our family types to be eligible in Canada and
total payment levels were not unlike those in the United States.

2. To deal with costs and “efficiency” arguments, several of the
countries tax universal benefits, especially unemployment insur-
ance, as part of regular income (Australia, Canada, France,
Sweden, The United States). Germany does not tax the benefit nor
does Israel which, however, deducts social security contribution (a
common practice in several countries). The United States taxation
of unemployment benefits had a threshold of $25,000 for couples
and $20,000 for individuals until 1981 when the thresholds were re-
duced to $18,000 and $12,000. In short the taxation did not affect
the families in the research. In 1984 the principle of taxing univer-
sal benefits moved a step forward in the United States with tax-
ation of a portion of the social security benefit attributable to the
employer contribution, this taxation atfects only retirees at a rela-
tig:;ezly high income level. Canada has taxed child allowance since
1972,

3. Several of the countries have refinanced or upgraded their
children’s or family allowances by eliminating tax exemption for
children in the personal income tax. This was done on the premise
that such exemptions are of major significance to those with the
highest marginal tax rates. A straight allowance or a tax credit
targets low income families. Germany created its child benefit pro-
gram in 1975, replacing both a general child tax exemption (special
exemptions for handicapped children and others remain) and a lim-
ited family allowance program. The United Kingdom took similaxr
steps in 1977. Israel went even further in 1975, both abolishing
child tax exemptions and integrating the new child allowance more
fully into the tax system. The child allowance is a universal demo-
grant at a fixed level and indexed. For families below the tax
threshold it is a direct transfer, while for those with income above
the tax threshold it becomes a tax credit.

The Israeli family allowance has yet another conceptual innova-
tion. it is calibrated to meet the costs of rearing a child at the pov-
erty level, making it unnecessary to provide for children in the
budgets of social insurance or assistance programs. (Thus far, be-
cause of economic problems, this principle has not yet been imple-
mented for first and second children).

4. Two countries, the U.S. and Germany, heip families meet child
care costs (in the U.S. the l:fislation applies to all dependent care)
through a child care tax credit but both the taxpayer and spouse—
if married—must be employed or looking for work. As in the case
of all tax credits, except the E.LT.C., such provision is of little use
to the very poor but is helpful to some low earners as a supple-
ment.

5. The British deliver some of their housing allowances not as
cash but by offering rent rebates (for tenants) and real estate tax
rebates for owners.

6. There remain instances in which the tax and transfer systems
run on qQuite separate tracks and are not at all integrated. Thus,
there have been a series of recent U.S, reports documentingi the in-
creased tax burdens on the lowest quintile of the income distribu-
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tion during the last twenty years. This has resulted from. inflation
(“bracket creep”), federal, state, and local income tax policies, and,
especially, the growing importance of and increases in payroll
taxes. At the same time, transfer payment levels have had to be
increased to help these overtaxed poor people. At the time of our
research, those income-tested benefits in France which favored
families with children and low-income people were offset by a per-
sonal income tax system which favored high-income families. Re-
distributional impact was thus minimal. In Germany, the working
single mother had so heavy a burden from combined personal
income taxes and social security payroll deductions as to almost
undo positive transfers and minimize work incentives. This effect
was not visible before the research.

For THE UNITED STATES DiscussioN

While one is stimulated in many ways by exposure to the com-
parative material and the historical perspective, a few points
remain outstanding and b ' ng in any review of U.S. options.

First, among the progr..as which make a difference, family
(child) allowances are central. Made universal, taxable, and refund-
able, they would do much for the working poor in particular and
for low income families with children generally. Individual exemp-
tions in our tax system have recently been mentioned as needing to
be increased because they have long lagged behind inflation. Seri-
ous discussion liberated from some political considerations would
consider the alternative route of turning child tax exemptions into
refundable .ax credits. One can think of no more strategic welfare
reform. It is difficult to justify the failure only in the U.S. among
major countries to employ some form of child allowance.

On the basic policy level, we need to reconsider income supple-
mentation as strategy. The countries that make the least use of
public assistance and most successfully encourage low earners, in-
cluding single mothers, who are low earners, tc ‘nter or to remain
in the work force are those that help the working poor (and those
not yet in the labor force) with universal benefits such as family or
child allowances, or with incoime-tested and non-stigmatized entitle-
ments such as housing allowances, the French family income sup-
plement, and advance maintenance child support programs. The
U.S. AFDC and food stamp policies have moved away from income
supplementation over the past four years, following a theory that
one is either unavoidably dependent or should be compeletely self-
sustaining. We are running contrary to societal learning.

Income supplementation may minimize the stigmatized public as
sistance status which intereferes with mainstreaming. It also does
much for the level of living. Dramatic results are shown in our re-
search for working single mothers in New York. Assisted by AFDC
supplementation (before the 1981 Omnibus Budget Reconciliation
Act changes), and by food stamps, as well as the Earned Income
Tax Credit, they were able to sustain their children at a level that
was relatively respectable in the international comparison. Few
U.S. families among the vulnerable compared so favorably.

One aspect of the above needs emphasis. Humane, generous, pro-
gressive countries have recognized that some programs may be too
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costly when universal. They have therefore successfully developed
income testing without stigma. Qur student loan programs are an
example: one is eligible if family income is below a specified level.
There is no detailed study of means, no demand for divestiture of
assets. Housing allowances, family income supplements and other
programs have developed in several countries on this basis and
have—along with family allowances—become the core of income
supplementation strategies.

The alternative and related approach to controlling costs and »
achieving a level of economic efficiency is to tax universal benefits.
We have begun with unemployment insurance and social security
payments above a high ceiling. Some countries have gone further
but the picture is mixed. The rationale of those favoring taxing uni-
versal benefits would appear to be straightforward: all of current
income should be taxed if it has ntot previously been taxed—and a
fair system taxes all income.

We have not found encouragement for a search for one, compre-
hensive, income maintenance reform (a new philosopher’s stone to
replace the defeated ‘‘negative income tax"). Countries seem to do
better with a diversity of instruments, packaged to give each popu- |
lation category a targeted “menu”, responsive to social objectives. |

A final point needs to be made, however briefly. Obviously, |
wealthy countries generally do more than poor countries but there
are important exceptions. Countries do follow different priority sys- |
tems. Nor is there any evidence that generous countries hurt their |
economics, increase their birth rates, undermine their fam.ily struc-
tures, or destroy the work ethic. What they do achieve is some im-
provement in the support of their vulnerable citizens, thus offering
better developmental opportunity to their current and next genera-
tions. This is not an uninteresting objective.

CHART A.—FAMILY TYPES

family la.. ..... ... Sole parent, not 1n fabor force, two children, aged two and seven, (These ages apply to all children, except
in Family 6, where there are two additional children aged three and five.)

Family 2 ovevunne - Sole parent, epasated; employed at hall an average wage, two children.

Family 2b wovorrer . SAMe 3s Famdy 22 but father contributes amount equal to double the amount pard for child aftowance fox

one child, one year (twice AFDC allowance in the U.S.)
e e« VWO PAINITS; 0N 2rNer al average wage; two chidren,
... Same as Family 3a, byt earner works iregularly at half an average wage.
Two parents; one unemployed eamer; two children,
Same a5 Family 4a, but earner is on @ work-training program.
Same a5 Family 4a, but earner is unemployed for 13 months.
. TWO Darents, two earners, one at average wage and the other at hail an average wage, two chidren.
... Same as Family 5a, but one parent eans an aveiage wage and the other twice the average wage.
.. Same as Famdy 5a, but one pareat is unemployed.
.. W0 parents; one earner at average wage; four children,
. A married coupie; one eamer at average wage; no children,
e s+ TWO PrERLS, two earners, one at average wage, the other at three-quaiters of an average wage, mother
home on maternity leave; infant born.
Family 76...e. .. Same 35 Family 7a, except husband unemployed and wife earning an average wage.
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CHART B.—"CORE" INCOME TRANSFER PROGRAMS, BY COUNTRY
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TABLE |.—INTERCOUNTRY COMPARISONS. GENEROSITY TO Lt r tRENT FAMILY TYPES AS COMPARED WiTh NET INCOME OF AVERAGE UNMARRIED PRODUCTION WORKER

[APWW] 1
famdy types
Countres

1] K] i Ri] 3 L H & 5 5 5 [ h 1 I
Sweden.... o e e L 938 1231 1231 1331 1226 122 1242 165 1700 2581 1630 1641 1034 1550 1307
Germany .. . R RN - . 613 709 163 NN 815 830 990 8.2 1671 2752 1410 1480 1100 491 140
United Slam New lek - e 549 1008 1008 18 922 700 770 656 1558 2603 1302 1164 1000 1168 1335
United States- Pennsmea IR e oo . 440 692 753 1096 729 612 645 539 1568 2719 1320 1130 162 1079 1464
France.... N 786 87.8 1034 1369 930 1011 1045 127 1808 3103 1808 1726 1079 1515 1799
Canada... s n e Lo 5250 159 155 1142 730 768 763 558 1650 2891 1419 1235 1049 1215 1541
Austratia ... W mmaen vmmme e n e en e w900 788 821 1072 N1 643 814 643 1559 2698 1072 1137 1026 1040 1026
Usited Kingdom L s ane ame cow. . 817 830 916 1204 809 741 1054 653 1773 3243 1539 1316 1092 1345 1510
€ VUV “ .- 50 715 801 1129 84 673 7001 549 1705 2868 1265 1324 1043 148 1236
tHet APWW =100 Courties are Lsted n oides of average mcome (pev wapta GNPy, wheh in (99 rarged from $10,920 lo Sweden and $10.820 fo United States © $5.340 fot Unted Kongdom and S840 fon fsraed

TABLE 2.— INTERCOUNTRY CUMPARISONS. GENEKUSITY TU UItEERENT FAMILY TYPLS AS CUMPAREL WITH NET INCUME OF AVERAGE UNMARRIED PRODUCTION WORKER

w (RANKINGS) *
f
Countres EA L

)] 2 o K 3b [H] 4 & 5 L 5 6 h h I
o v e ¢ s venen e “ N ] 10 10 20 10 10 10 10 4 9 20 20 85 1 1
(673 NN . e 30 15 10 35 40 30 40 30 5 5 45 30 15 3 3
UnfgpStates-New Yok . ..... .. . .. ... 40 20 30 10 30 60 65 45 8 8 10 10 45 1 1
Unieg States-Pennsyhania., ... ...... .. . . ... 90 90 85 80 85 15 90 90 8 6 60 85 45 8 6
e e « 20 10 20 20 25 20 1 2 10 10 30 2 2
85 50 85 40 6.5 15 6 3 45 60 65 6 4
50 90 10 90 50 60 8 1 90 85 85 9 9
40 35 60 50 25 45 2 1 30 45 15 ] 5
60 60 50 15 80 15 3 4 e 45 65 5 8
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TABLE 3.—THE AVERAGE CENEROSITY RANKS OF TARGET FAMILIES ' AND CONTRAST FAMILIES 2 IN

EIGHT COUNTRIES
Ranks
Count
i Target famifies m;‘t‘s‘
Sweden . ... . . 1 8
Gumany. oot . 3 3
United States-New York. .. .. 5 1
United States-Pennsylvania . ... 9 6
France.. ..o cor e wer o 2 2
Canada... 6 5
Australia . 8 9
Unted Kingdo 4 1
Isnael.... . .. ? 4

Y Famiies include D, 22, 20, 3a, 3, 4, 4D, 4, 6 (see Chart A)
 Famidies nclude- 52, 5b, Ta (see Chart A)

TABLE 4.—INTER-COUNTRY COMPARISONS. SOCIAL ASSISTANCE AS A PERCENT OF FAMILY INCOME

Numbet

County n n o 3 f b & 6 °',;;g""

feceng

T . K3 . 271 .. . . 7116 40 4
Gamany, . . - . (1) . - 67 . ... L 1
Unted States-New York . 7195 285 M1 25 375 112 789 ... 7
Unted States-Pennsyvania ... . 116 69 . . 256 .. 156 ... 4
Frane® e . o L 24 ... ... 10 .. . . 88 3
Camada. . oo . . L 800 [} 008 .. 45 . 808 . 5
Awstedlia . ... .. .. 908 235 202 SN 3
Undted Kingdom... ... . .. . ... . 2% 0 e e e 828 . ... 2
IS8 e 2% . ... %8 285 84 ... 4
Number of pnsdictions offenng...... '8 4 3 5 4 1 1 1 3

X Germary Ths famly recenes unemptoyment fsirance
% France: Lone-parert aliowance (lechacally, a fam'y al'owance)
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THE INCIDENCE OF A YVALUE-ADDED TAX ON THE FAMILY
James M. Bickley*

ABSTRACT

A value-added tax (VAT), like most taxes on consumer expendi-
tures, would be regressive since lower incume families spend a
higher percentage of their incomes than higher income families. In
this report, the tax incidence of VATs with different tax bases is
measured by both family income quintile and family composition.

1. INTRODUCTION

The laige unified budget deficits forecast for fiscal year 1986 and
future fiscal years have raised congressional concern about their
possibly harmful macroeconomic effects. Consequently, a value-
added tax (VAT) at the Federal level has been proposed as a major
revenue source which would reduce projected deficits.

This report examines the incidence of a value-added tax on the
family unit and explains possible policies to change this incidence.
The incidence of any tax concerns who ultimately bears the burden
of that tax. The concept of a value-added tax is explained brietly
below before the incidence of a VAT is examined.

A. CONCEPT OF A VALUE-ADDED TAX

The value added by a firm is the difference between a firm'’s
sales and a firm's purchases from all other firms. A value-added
tax would be levied at all levels of production as some percentage
of each firm’s value added.!

The cumulative effect of a value-added tax levied at each stage of
production would have the same incidence as a national sales tax.
Hence, a consumption VAT of a given percentage is assumed to
raise the prices of taxed goods and services by the same percentage.
Policymakers and professional economists use the operating as-
sumption that a VAT is fully shifted onto final consumers.

B. HORIZONTAL EQUITY, VERTICAL EQUITY, AND REGRESSIVITY

Two equity considerations concerning any tax are horizontal
equity and vertical equity. Horizontal equity concerns the equal
treatment of equals. For this report, horizontal equity exists if fam-
ilics with the same incomes pay the same percentage of their in-
comes in value-added taxes. Vertical equity concerns the tax treat-

* Analyst in Public Finance, Economics Division Congressional Research Service,

! For an esplanation of the different ty pes of VATs, sce. Advisuty Commissivn un Interguvern
mental Relativns. Strengthenung the Federal Revetue Systenu. Linplicativns fur State and Loval
Taxing and Burrowing. tV
ing: Implications)

ashingtun, 1984, p. 69 71. Herealter referred to as ACIR, Strengthen
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ment of unequals. For this report, vertical equity relates to the per-
lcentlof family income paid in value-added taxes at different income
evels.

The most frequently used measure of ability-to-pay is income
measured in annual terms.? Consequcatly, this report uses annual
family income as a measure of ability-to-pay.

A value-added tax would be horizontally inequitable to the
extent that families with the same income levels paid different
amounts of taxes since they would have different levels of taxable
consumption.3

This report’s analysis of the vertical equity of the VAT finds that
the VAT is regressive, that is, the percentage of income paid in
VAT declines as income rises. This report focuses on the zero
rating technique (selectively excluding items from VAT) to reduce
the regressivity of the VAT. Also the VAT’s incidence on families
withddifferent compositions is analyzed with different items zero
rated.

C. METHODS OF REDUCING REGRESSIVITY

The best distributional or vertical equity of a particular tax is a
value judgment, but many people may be concerned about the
regressivity of the VAT. Three methods that can be used are
income tax credits, the partial linkage of revenues to social spend-
ing, and zero rating.*

1. Income Tax Credit.—An income tax credit applied against a
family's Federal income tax liability could reduce VAT’s regressi-
vity. At the State level, two types of income tax credits are applied
for State sales taxes. Either type could be used to allow a credit for
VAT paid against a Federal income tax liability. First, a flat
income tax credit, which would equal some set dollar amount,
could be credited against a Federal income tax liability. Second, a
declining tax credit, which would decreast in size as adjusted gross
income rose, could be applied against a Federal income tax liabil
ity. For a given revenue loss, a declining tax credit could reduce
the regressivity of a Federal VAT more than a flat income tax
credit, since higher income families would benefit less from a de-
clining tax credit. Also, an income tax credit could adjust the inci-
dence of a VAT for family size by varying the amount of the total
credit based on family size.

The primary disadvantage of this income tax credit procedure is
that many lower income families may not file to receive a tax
rebate. These families may be ignorant of their opportunities to
obtain a tax rebate or hesitant to provide tax authorities with in-
formation about their financial affairs.

]

2 For aa analysis of the use of incwme vr consumplion tu measure ability le-pay see. Mus
grave, Richard A., and Peggy B. Musgrave. Public Finance in Theury und Pracuce. New Yurk,
McGraw-Hill, 1984, p. 227-244.

VIf consumptivn, instead of incume, 15 used to mewsure ability to-pay, then a omprehensive
VAT would be horizontally equitable.

* These same methods also apply to the redudt. n of the regressivity of a natienal sules tax.
The application of these methods tv a nativnal sales tax is explained in. US, Library uf Con
gress. Congressional Research Service. Nativnal Sules Tax. Sulewied Policy Tssues: by James M.
Bickley. Report no. 84-141 E, Washington, 1984, p. 32-35,
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2. Partial Linkage of Revenue to Social Spending.—A set amount
or percentage of the revenue from a Federal VAT could be set
aside to either increase, or p:event reductions in, social spending
benefiting lower income families. For example, funding of Aid to
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and Medicaid could be
increased. Thus, lower income families, on the average, could re-
ceive more in additional public services and cash payments than
they pay in value-added taxes.

This method of partially linking revenue to social spending has
two limitations. First, the effectiveness of many social programs is
disputed; consequently, poor families may receive benefits that are
equal to only a fraction of a welfare program’s total outlays.
Second, many low income families do not benefit from welfare pro-
grams because they either do not qualify or are unaware of their
opportunity to apply.

3. Zero Rating.—The regressivity of a value-added tax can be re-
duced by zero rating selective goods and services that account for a
greater percentage of the incomes of lower income families than
higher income families. Zero rating completely excludes a good (or
service) from the value-added tax. Consequently, a zero-rated good
or service does not change in price. A seller pays no VAT on a
zero-rated good or service and receives a tax credit on any inputs
used to produce that good or service.5 Zero rating an item, such as
food, “or a Federal VAT would be analogous to a State exempting
food from its sales tax.

D. DATA BASE

The recently-released results of the 1980-81 Consumer Expendi-
ture Survey (CES) may be used to measure the incidence of VAT.
Residents of approximately 5,000 housing units were interviewed
about their recent consumer expenditures. The results of the CES
include data on consumption patterns by both income quintile and
family composition.

II. OvERVIEW OF DATA BASE

A. DATA DESCRIPTION

The primary purpose of the 1980-81 Consumer Expenditure
Survey, conducted by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), was “to
obtain a continuous flow of information on the buying habits of
American consumers . . .” ¢ One use of this BLS consumer survey
is to make future revisions in the consumer price index. The con-
sumer survey has an interview component and & diary component.
Since only limited data from the diary component have been pub-
lished, this report relied solely on the results of the interview com-

® This repurt makes the technual distinetivn between zero rating and exemptiun fur a VAT,
but many tax authurities define exemption as meaning tutally excuding a goud frum a VAT wr
the eyuivalence of zerv mtm&). Technially, the sale uf an exempt guud & not taxable, but the
seller receives no crediv »«t VAT paid un inputs needed tv produce that good. Fur a techrnucal
discussion uf the Jifference between zeru rating and exempuun see, U.S. Treasury. Tax Refurm
fur Fauuess, Sumplivity, and Ecunuma Sruwth, Volume 3, Value Added Tax. Washingtun, No-
vember 1984. p. 35,-42. )
¢ gurtmem. uof Labur. Bureau of Labur Statistics. Cunsumer Expenditure Survey. Re

.

.S. De
sults from the 1980-81 Interview. Washington, December 19, 1984, p. 2.
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ponent. Residents in approximately 5,000 housing units from 85
urban areas were interviewed each quarter. Respondents were
questioned on expenditures made during the previous 3 months”

The BLS has specific definitions for many terms used in its Con-
sumer Expenditure Survey. These terms and their definitions are.

Consumer Unit.—A single person or group of persons in a sample
household related by blood, marriage, adoption or other legal ar-
rangement, or who share responsibility for at least two out of three
major types of expenses—food, housing, and other expenses. The ¢
term households is used for convenience. ¢

Householder or Reference Person.—The first member mentioned
by the respondent when asked to “Start with the name of the -»
person or one of the persons who owns or rents the home.” It is ¢
with respect to this person that the relationship of other consumer
unit members is determined.

Total Expenditures.—The transaction cost, including excise and
sales taxes, of goods and services acquired during the interview
period. Estimates include expenditures for gifts and contributions,
and payments for pensions and personal insurance.

Complete Income Reporters.—In general, a consumer unit who
provided values for at least one of the major sources of its income,
such as wages and salaries, self-employment income, and social se-
curi?' income. Even complete income reporters may not have pro--
vided a full accounting of all sources.

Quintiles of Income Before Taxes.—Complete income reporters
are ranked in ascending order of income value and divided into five
equal groups. .

Urban Population.—All persons living in Standard M :tropolitan
Statistical Kreas plus urbanized areas and urban places of 2,500 or
more persons outside of SMSAs.®

B. DATA

This CRS report concerns the incidence of a VAT on the family
unit. Hence, for the purposes of this report, a consumer unit is con-
sidered the same as a family unit. Data in table 1 describe charac-
teristics of consumer (family) units by quintiles of income before
taxes. Also, table 1 shows total expenditures on specific items in
dollar terms by quintiles of income before taxes. In table 2, the
dollar expendifures data from table 1 are converted into expendi-
tures as a percentage of income.

TABLE 1.—AVERAGE ANNUAL EXPENDITURES OF URBAN CONSUMER UNITS CLASSIFIED BY
QUINTILES OF INCOME BEFORE TAXES, INTERVIEW SURVEY, 1980-81

Complete reporting of income
Item Tl Second Hightst
o Lowest 20 ™20  fouth 20
e S B P N
Number of CU's (i thousands) 51337 11426 11480 11456 11475 11501
Consumet umid charactenstics
Income before taxes. . . $19.989  $3473  S$9.091 $16809 $25,128 $44.616

7 |bid.
 BLS, Consumer Survey: Results 1980-81, p 3.
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TABLE 1. — AVERAGE ANNUAL EXPENDITURES OF URBAN CONSUMER UNITS CLASSIFIED BY

QUINTILES OF INCOME BEFORE TAXES, INTERVIEYY "URVEY, 1980-81—Continued

Complete reporting of ncome
ftem IO lowst 20 XY gz romzy PRt
m; percent pefgn, percenl  parcent w§£ﬂl
Suze of consumer uait.... e e 21 18 23 21 32 34
Age of ht)useholdefl [ 453 51.8 464 423 44 446
14 0.6 10 15 18 22
19 0.7 14 19 U 29
08 04 06 08 10 1.0
: 03 0.5 9 0.2 01 0.1
. 60 36 46 51 I 88
$12301  $7.852 $11.570 $15736 $20,714  $30563
3,01 1820 2452 3028 3131 4959
84 129 21 281 3 460
SOI6 2682 3605 4448 5810 8516
2,197 1526 2,002 2451 3233 4757
1,621 501 12 1180 2154 3564
933 926 L1113 1130 826 610
ki 99 102 147 253 584
oW L6 139 995 1210 1466 L84
Household openlnons e o ners uaew o %7 155 A1 165 250 500
House !um»shmzs and equxpment e N6 261 398 616 860 1445
Apparel and services... [ %41 396 569 810 1,015 1,851
Transpottation oL 3486 1251 2218 3311 4461 6050
Vehicles .. e . . LI 319 697 1.078 1503 2117
Gasoline and motor od e 1197 453 851 1,235 1,543 1893
Othet vehicle CXDen.Ses ................. 897 291 568 833 LIS 1,594
Public tlansp.!lllon T . A8 128 156 181 179 46
Heatth care... e 128 476 595 700 807 1066
Enlemmmenl et e s - . 168 263 440 679 916 1,535
Perscnal care s e e RN 156 n 11 139 178 22
ROAING...ccco e venremnnacannes e - 117 55 n 110 139 206
Education e e e A4 170 84 116 200 498
Tobaexo.... [N 173 101 164 191 A5 iy
stcel!aneous e e e 250 100 1L 232 293 482
Cashoontnbutmns e e e 521 161 3 429 562 1,209
Personal insurance and pens.ons e e 1434 170 559  L195 1993 3241

Source US. Department of Labo Bureau of Labov Statstxs. Somtmen Exgenditure Suvey Results from (e 198)-84 tterview Wasnungon,

1984 p &

TABLE 2. —CONSUMER EXPENDITURLo, AS PERCENT OF URBAN FAMILY INCOME, BEFORE TAXES.

INTERVIEW SURVEY, 1980-81

Corplete geport:ng of mcome

iten T o) M pan femz MR

fg‘;ﬁ'ﬂ; peroent wm percent  peresal Dt?gﬂl
Income before taxes (dollars im thowsands). . . . $19.989  §3473  $9.791 $16809 $25128 S$44516
Totat expenditures (as percent of mcome) . N 86 61 1182 936 824 68.5
Food.... - 160 524 250 180 149 111
N(»hobc bevela 14 37 23 17 13 10
Housing.... %1 12 368 %5 X3! 191
Sheltr . N (1] 439 204 16 129 107
Owned dwetlmgs e LR | 144 14 10 86 80
Rented mtlﬁngs e o 41 6.7 120 67 33 14
Other Rodging .....oueonee 12 29 10 9 1.0 13
Fuels, iities, and pul\:c sevioss.,” 62 A3 10¢ 12 58 4l
Household operations.. . 13 45 22 10 10 1l

[63
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TABLE 2.—CONSUMER EXPENDITURES, AS PERCENT OF URBAN FAMILY INCOME, BEFORE TAXES.
INTERVIEW SURVEY, 1980-81—Continued

| Complete reporting of ncome
|

tem Toal Secord Highest
| e w20 SR a2 foum2 MR

Teporting peroent sercent peroent pertent percent

House futnishings and equipment ... .. . .. 36 15 41 37 34 32
Apparel and services . N 47 114 58 48 43 41
Transpottation.... 174 360 233 201 128 136 ¢
Vehicles..... .. e e s 59 201 11 64 63 47
Gasoline and motor Ol e v e o 4 e 60 130 83 13 61 42
QOther vehicles expensss....... . NV 45 84 58 53 46 36
Public tramportation ... oL oo L 11 317 16 18 1 1.0 P
Health €28, « oo « v+ oo s . 36 137 6l 42 32 24 !
Entertainment.... - e 38 16 45 40 36 34
Personal care.... 8 2.2 Il 8 1 ]
Reading.... 6 1.6 8 b 6 5
Education 11 49 9 d 8 11
Tob3C00 ovvee 9 29 17 1.1 9 5
Miscellaneous.... 13 29 14 14 12 11
Cash COMNDUNONS wev e e s cnvnnens 26 46 28 26 22 27
Personal insurance and pensions ... ... 12 49 517 11 19 13

Source CRS caicutations of perositages are based on U 5. depatment of wboi Bureau of wbo Matnbiy Sonsaner Lipenditre Sunvey Resuts
from U 198081 Interview Washington, 1984 p 4

C. LIMITATIONS OF DATA

CES data should be interpreted with care. These data represent
averages, and, consequently, an expenditure or characteristic of a
particular consumer unit may differ substantially from the aver-
age. The level and composition of a consumer unit’s expenditures
are influenced by many factors in addition to income before taxes.
Some of these factors are size of family, age of fami’ members,
taste patterns, and geographic location.®

In addition, these data are 2 to 4 years old, which reduces their
current applicability'® Also, only urban consumer units are includ-
ed in the survey. Consumption patterns in smaller communities
and rural areas may differ significantly from urban areas. Further-
more, the iaterview survey was designed to gather data on the
types of expenditures that respondents would be expected to recall
for a period of three months. Thus, some small and infrequently
purchased items, such as nun prescriﬁtion drugs and personal care
items, were not in the survey. But these items accounted for only
about 5 percent of total consumer outlays.!?

Finally, all survey research is subject to two types of errors.
First, non-sampling errors may result from inaccurate information
being recorded. For example, some respondents may be unable _r
unwilling to provide correct data. Second, the sample results may
not r;eﬂect averages for the entire population (all urban consumer
units). 12

* BLS, Consumer Survey: Results 1980-81, p. 3
19 The Advisory Commissiun un Interguvernmental Relutivns (ACIR) andlyzed the regressivit
of the VAT using data from the 1972-13 Interview Survey un Cunswmer Expenditures which
was done by the Bureau of Labur Statisties. Fur the analyss of the ACIR, sec. ACIR, Strength
ening: Implications, p. 84-86.

"%LS, Consumer Survey: Results 1980-51, p. 2,
12 [bid,, p. 3.
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D. MEASUREMENT OF REGRESSIVITY

The expenditive percentages on line 2 in table 2 show that the
percentage of family income spent on consumption declines as
income rises. By implication, a VAT covering all family expendi-
tures would be regressive, that is, as family income rises the per-
ceatage of family income paid in VAT would de: ine.

Two factors cause the regressivity of the VAT to be overstated by
the data in table 2. First, the degree of regressivity is greater be-
cause income and consumption are measured in annual terms. For
an average family, income tends to vary more from year to year
than consumption does. For example, during a period of unemploy-
» ment of the primary wage earner, income drops sharply. But con-

sumption is likely to fall by a smaller percentage as a fa=ily at-
tempts to maintain its previous living standards by speruding sav-
ings and borrowing funds.

Hence, if income and consumption were measured in a multiyear |
period, ‘hen there would be less variation among families in the ‘
percentage of income spent on comsumption and this measurement \
would show a VAT to be less regressive. |

Seccnd, table 1 indicates that as income before taxes (second row ‘

of figures) rises, the average size of the consumer unit, (third row of
figures) also rises. The average sizes of consumer unit by quintiles
of income before taxes starting with the lowest quintile are 1.8, 2.3,
2.7, 3.2, and 3.4 pcroons, respectively. Since the comsumption
shown in tables 1 and 2 is not adjusted for differences in the size of
the consumer unit, the implied regressivity of the corresponding
VAT is overstated. But no standard procedure is available to adjust
income for the size of the consumer unit.

111. ZErRO RATING: DISTRIBUTIONAL EFFECTS BY INCOME QUINTILE

Different tax bases for a value-added tax (or a national sales tax)
were examined to determine possible items that could be zero rated
on equity grounds.!® Selectively zero rating consumer items may
reduce the inequality among family income quintiles. Table 2
shows the distribution of consumption expenditures in percentage
terms for the income quintiles. Data form table 2 was used to cai-
culate the incidence of four hypothetical tax bases that were devel-
oped by zero rating different consumption items. This author used
his judgment to formulate these hypothetical VAT bases. Obvious-
ly, a policymaker would select one of these hypothetical VAT bases
or formulate another VAT base by zero rating some other combina-
tion of items.

» In table 3, the distributional effects of a VAT on all consumer
expenditures and four hypothetical tax bases are shown. The VAT
indicated in column 2 is levied on all consumer expenditures. The

'3For examples of proposed VATs or national sales taxes with comprehensive bases see.
McLure, Charles E. Value-Added Tax. Has the Time Com * In. Walker, Charles E., and Mark A.
Bloomfield, eds. New Directions in Federal Tax Policy tur the 1980s. Cambridges, Mass., Bal-
linger Publishing Co., 1983, p. 192, U.S. Treasury. Tax Reforms for Fairness Simplicity, and Eco-
nomic Growth. v 3, Value-Added Taa. p. 85 87, and Advxsorf Commussion on Intergovernmental
Relations. Strengthening the Federal Rev e System, Implications for State and Loca! Taxing
and Borrowing. p. 70; and Musgrave and Muograve, Public Finance, p. 436-437.
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VAT base in column 3 only zero rates food. The VAT bases in col-
umns 4 through 6 successively zero rate additional items.

The distributional effects of a VAT, using each of these five
bases, can be compared if the tax rate for each VAT is adjusted so
that each hypothetical VAT yields the same revenue. In table 3, a
VAT rate of 5 percent was assumed if all consumer expenditures
are subject to the VAT. The last row of column 2a shows that con-
sumer expenditures equal to 86.6 percent of the average income of
all family units would be subject to the value-added tax, and fami-
lies would pay an average of 4.3 percent of their incomes in value-
added taxes. Figures in columns 2b show that the percentage of
income paid in VAT taxes declines from a high of 11.3 percent of
income for families in the lowest quintile to 3.4 percent of income
for families in the highest quintile.

The last figure in column 3a indicates that a VAT with food zero
rated would be levied on consumer expenditures equalling 70.6 per-
cent of all familiy income. The VAT with food zero ruted would re-
quire 2 6.185 percent tax rate to yield the same revenue as a J per-
cent VAT on all consumer expenditures.

A comparison of figures in columns 2b and 3b indicates that zero
rating food reduces the regressivity of a VAT. But the only pro-
nounced change in the percentage of income paid in VAT occurs at
the lowest quintile. For this lowest quintile, the percent of family
income paid in VAT falls from 11.3 percent to 10.7 percent of
income if food is zero rated.

In column 4, this narrower VAT base z2ro rates food, shelter
owned dwellings, shelter rented dwellings, and health care. Shelter
owned dwellings are housing units owned by the occupant, and
shelter rented dwellings are rental housing units. For this VAT
base, a tax rate of 7.990 percent would raise the same revenue as a
5 percent VAT on all consumer expenditures. The only pronounced
effect on the distribution of income occurs at the lowest quintile
For this quintile, VAT paid declines to 9.5 percent of income.

In column 5, zero rated items are increased by including the fol-
lowing additional items: fuel, utilities, public services, and tobacco
For this VAT base, a tax rate of 9.195 is levied to raise the same
revenue as a 5 percent VAT on all consumer expenditures. The
vnly substantial change in the distribution of income occurs for the
lowest quintile. For this quintile, the percentage of income paid in
VAT declines to 8.7 percent.
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TABLE 3.—DISTRIBUTION EFFECT BY INCOME QUINTILES OF VALUE-ADDED TAXES WITH EQUAL REVENUE YIELDS BUT DIFFERENT TAX BASES

[Revenves equal to 2 Spercent VAT on 39 consumes expenditices o 4 3 percent of scome}

z—tvu o& Aa!'l eotnsums 0 3—¥AI on gﬂ %” l-—VA} on 3l % S—th on 3 uﬁuﬂm G—N\LA!I o al eo{»s;:rm
expenditures ftt = expendtures ex expendtures exces! ures ocepl tems 1 ¢ 165 except items in
—— — nte = §139) shefter-Owned dwellings, sheiter- o;m 4and ruels uliites, mcolur:m 5 axnd wlbhc
1—famdy income quinties (complete regorting of icome) ————— ented dwelings. ad deaith pudbic services, and tobacco transportaton and educa
n1 P s . care (VAT nate = 7990) (VAI e = 9 199) (VAT rate = 96&5)
4l Ab ] S‘ 1 5b ] 63 1 Gb H

Lowest 20 peccent..... 2061 13 1737 107 1189 95 97 87 861 83
Second 20 percent.. 1182 59 932 57 617 54 558 51 53 51
* Thitd 20 percent..... - 936 47 156 46 517 46 494 45 469 45
Fourth 20 percent.... N w e 824 4l 675 4l 524 42 457 42 42 43
Highest 20 percent. ... - e 685 34 514 35 56 36 410 38 389 38
* Al Tamily units (DICBAT). . v vcon o smence s o cmin 5 s vt 866 43 106 43 842 43 471 43 49 43

LVAT base as percent of income
VAT yeid as percent of income.

Source: RS calculations based on dala in U'S. Department of Labor Buseau of Lador Stabsts Consumes Expediton Survey Resits from the 1980-81 Inferview Wasrogton, 1958 p 4.9
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viously zero rated items, a VAT rate of 9.645 percent is required to
raise the same revenue as a 5 percent VAT on all consumer ex-
penditures. The only pronounced change in the distribution of
income is for the lowest quintile which has a drop in its percentage
of income paid in VAT to 8.3 percent.

The figures in columns 2b and 6b allow a comparison between
the distributional effects of a VAT on all consumer expenditures
and a narrow based VAT that zero rates food, shelter owned dwell- ¢
ings, shelter rented dwellings, health care, fuels, utilities, public
services, tobacco, public transportation, and education. For the
lowest quintile, the percent of income paid in VAT declines sub-
stantially from 11.3 percent to 8.3 percent. The second lowest quin-
tile has a reduction in VAT paid as a percentage of income from
5.9 percent to 5.1 percent. The declining tax incidence for these two
lowest quintiles significantly reduces the regressivity of the VAT.

The middle income quintile has a slight reduction in its VAT
paid as a percent of income from 4.7 percent to 4.5 percent. The
second highest quintile experiences a rise from 4.1 percent to 4.3
percent in the percentage of income paid in VAT. The highest
quintile has a rise in its percentage of income paid in VAT from
3.4 percent to 3.8 percent.

In conclusion, selectively zero rating items on equity grounds can
substantially reduce the burden of a VAT on the poor, but even a
narrow-based VAT has pronounced regressivity.

This zero rating procedure has two primary disadvantages. First,
~ero rating increases the administrative complexity of the VAT.
Second, zero rating alters the relative prices of goods and services
which causes distortions in family consumption decisions. As more
items are zero rated, the tax rate must be raised in order for the
VAT to yield a given amount of revenus. But the higher the VAT
rate the greater the wedge of distortion between taxes and non-
taxed items. Hence, a tradeoff exists between reducing regressivity
and lessening economic distortions.

IV. ZEro RATING. DisTRIBUTIONAL EFFECTS ACCORDING TO FAMILY
CoMPOSITION

Selectively zero rating items to alleviate the regressivity of a
VAT will also have distributional effects on families with different
compositions. Table 4 reports data on family unit characteristics
and expenditures for different types of families.'* The average
income level fer husband and wife families is more than double
that of families consisting of either one parent with a! least one
child under 18 or a single person. Average family income varies (
less among families with different compositions than among fami-
lies in different income quintiles. Consequently, the percentage of
.ncome paid in VAT levied on all consumer expenditures varies <

14 1n table 4, the BLS used only incume uf cu.aplete inwme reporters for the income fig. N
row 2, But the BLS included consumptivn expendatures of fummulies that were either coftip,.
incoraplete income reporters in table 4. The quintiles vi income used in tables 1, 2, nndyil w .
only complete income repurters ot buth Liume and ¢ xpenditures caleulations. Hence, the BLS
used fewer families in analyzing expendiures by inwome ywintde than in analyang expendi
tures by family composition.
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less for families with different compositions than f{or families in dif-
ferent income quintiles. The data on expenditures in table 4 can be
used to suggest the distributional effects of VATSs on families with
different compositions. But the analysic ... this chapter does not
concern horizontal equity since the average incomes differ for fami-
lies with different compositions. In Chapter III, five different VAT
bases were used to examine the distributional effects of VATs on
family income quintiles. These same VAT bases are used in table §
to measure the distributional effects by family composition. As in
table 3, the VAT rates in table 5 are adjusted for different VAT
bases so that each VAT yields the same revenue.

In table 5, column 2b indicates, according to family composition,
the percentage of income paid in a § percent VAT levied on all con-
sumer expenditures. The average for families over all is 4.3 percent
of family income. For all husband and wife families, the percentage
of family income paid in VAT is 4.1 percent. The average percent-
age of family income paid in VAT varies only slightly among hus-
band and wife families with different compositions.
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TABLE 4.—AVE..AGE ANNUAL EXPENDITURES OF URBAN FAMILY UNITS CLASSIFIED BY COMPOSITION OF FAMILY UNIT.

INTERVIEW SURVEY, 1980-81

Hasbard and wife famiies
0ne parent,
) Totat Otber ;  Siagle person
Al far . Hushand and  Cidest chd tchid  Oldest chid t least
um!?ry af}:",’;"m’%g wife only undet § Oidseslo 7 Moo ;“,‘f‘,’;g,};g ‘chml%ng{et’e ‘;‘fmﬁ:’
Number of famuly umits (i thovsands). . . . . . . " 68.295 39,834 14,826 5,003 10,564 6,515 2,926 3,883 4519
Famify umt characteristics

Income before taxes ¥ .. e . - . o~ . $19980  $25.831 822470  $21917  §27347  $33085  S28.504  $1L093  $§12,108
Sue of family und. ... e 27 33 20 34 42 41 50 31 1.5

Age of householder . e cceer v 462 461 54.1 293 88 523 474 353 481
Number in family Unit:
Earners ... e N . . 14 18 12 16 19 28 25 11 0.9
Vehicles ... .. . . 19 25 20 21 26 33 217 10 1.0
Childien under .. . e . . 07 10 00 14 22 0.7 16 18 0.1
Personsﬁsorover N .o . . . 03 03 06 00 00 0.1 05 00 04
Percent homeowner. 61 1 18 174 81 90 n 36 38
Total expenchtures $17044  $21,173  $1795% 818605  $23.054  $2646  $23993  $12066  $11417
Food.... J . . v w 3224 3,966 3,153 3,188 4,486 5,204 4,783 2,753 2,097
A!oohohc beverages e e . . 280 281 281 233 268 332 298 120 303
HOUSING.. e e e v e . . . 5051 6,016 5349 6,264 6,635 6,140 6.460 4,191 3,623
Shelter.....l.. [, e e . NN 2816 3,25 2936 3620 3,646 3,097 3,190 2,408 2,169
Owned dwellings. e e . o 1655 2,283 1,933 2407 2,181 2,25 2,25 875 157
Rented x?we!hngs . . . N3 649 637 1,036 581 475 665 1,433 1,259
Other fodging... . . . 248 mn 366 176 278 407 0 100 153

1263 1.538 1315 1,286 1,654 1928 1,807 1110 842
260 304 206 541 339 200 500 282 186

Fuels, utibties and pubhc S8 cesi .
Household operations ...

House lutmshmgs and equyprr.enl RN O nl 919 892 818 996 913 963 390 425

Aparel and services... e e e e e e e s 935 1,158 915 s 1,344 1,482 1,403 838 588

Transportation.... . e BRI 3454 438 3,602 3,884 4.535 6,005 5,081 1,930 2182

Vehitks.... s - s - s 1174 1,501 1157 1436 1,512 2,169 1,603 569 139

' GaSO AN MW O, oo o e oo i e L1756 1,512 1,224 134 1,625 2016 1,778 703 104
’ Other vehicle expenses ... ... ... 880 1,125 945 998 1,138 1,500 1,311 494 544

PUDE ANSPOMIION . o v oo s e e s o e 225 29 276 13 01 320 39 165 193

- 9E81 COLA VAVICVRTE
()

@)

E

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

=

- . ST COPY AVAR AN B ~ N



|

} hd v v

|

|

|

BB G s e+ 46 941 1032 676 862 1,001 996 353 493

‘ Entertainment.. .oeens e coce et e o 762 958 770 799 1 1.059 1.038 469 490
Personal care ..... o e e e o —— 158 197 189 18 194 %7 28 100 103

‘ Reading ... .. e e e e ] 141 136 127 149 153 131 65 87
Eucation . VAL, 25 121 62 34 617 20 Y] 140

 T0bacco - o e o e 175 20 m 183 20 %5 %9 147 121
Miscellaneous..... .- . %9 319 40 285 308 kL §51 168 77
Cash contrbutions .. . . T, 501 623 §49 82 574 934 563 186 353

Personal insurance and pensxons 1,264 1,703 1,351 1,581 1925 2,196 1,802 604 658

| 1 Icome values are denved from ““complete income reporters™ only
Sowce: US Department of Labor Bureay of Labor Statstics Consumer Expenditure Survey Resuts from the 138081 saternew. Wathinglon 1984 P 4,9

TABLE 5.—DISTRIBUTIONAL EFFECT BY FAMILY COMPOSITION OF VALUE-ADDED TAXES WITH EQUAL REVENUE YIELDS

[Revenve equal to 2 S-percent VAT on alf consumer expenditures of 43 percent of wxome]

4—VAT on all consumer S—=YAT o0 3 consumer S~YAT on all consume
expenditures excent food, expenditures except items m expendiures excepl items in
1—=Family composition {complete repartung of icome) —VAT on all consumer exp«muxes ex | food (VAY ”ﬂ‘nzmw{fm?ﬁ mlrn“ pungcns:n:gsf'md i’m tra edun;r‘\& ‘and oubf)c
’ v,pendttu(es (VAT ate =50) rate=6155) care (VAT ratéx=8 079) (VAT rate=934]) mf\??r fate==9 817)
u 2t a 3b2 [ 4t S 5b2 6t 62
All famdy units.. e - NN 858 43 697 43 531 43 459 43 437 43
Husband and wie fammes
Tl e e oo e PN . 820 4l 666 41 516 42 448 42 428 42
Husband and wde only e e e 199 40 659 41 499 40 433 40 4i.5 (3
With chidren:
Oidest under B oo et e e e 84.9 42 704 43 516 42 449 42 440 43
Oldest 6 017 . e e v e 843 42 679 42 524 42 455 43 435 43
Qidest 18 of over... N 190 39 633 39 520 42 454 42 424 42
Other.... . e e s 842 42 67.4 41 538 43 464 43 443 43
1 parend, at Ieast l chzld d‘r 18 1088 54 840 52 60.0 48 487 46 459 45
Single persons and other famifies... 9.3 47 1.0 47 5.3 45 483 45 455 45

VAT base as percent of income
TYAT yield as percest of income.

Soutce. RS eatculatons based 00 data e US Department of tzhor Bureau of Laber Statistcs Consumer Expenditure Survey. Resulls from 198081 Intervesw Washagln, 198 p 4,9
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Families without both the husband and wife paid higher percent-
ages of their incomes in VAT, Families with one parent and at
least one child under 18 paid an average of 5.4 percent of their in-
comes in VAT. Single person families and other families paid an
average of 4.7 percent of their incomes in VAT. Yet it can be
argued that the range in the percentage of income paid in VAT is
not large among families with different compositions.

An examination of the data in columns 3b, 4b, 5b, and 6b indi-
cates that, as more items are zero rated, the variation in the per-
centage of income paid in VAT declines for families with different
compositions. C¢’ mn 6b shows that the VAT with the narrowest
base absorbs an aimost equal percentage of family income regard-
less of family composition. The range in the percentage of family
income paid in VAT according to family composition is from 4.1
percent to 4.5 percent.

Therefore, selectively zero rating items can almust equalize the
percent of income paid in VAT for families with different composi-
tions. But, families with different compositions require different
levels of income to achieve a given standard of living. For example,
husband and wife families require more after tax income to
achieve a given standard of living then do single person families.
Yet no current estimates are available regarding the relative cost
of living by family composition. Hense, it is not possible to deter-
mine if the regressivity of the VAT is reduced (or increased) by
lessening the variation in the percent of income paid in VAT for
families with different compositions. Nevertheless, policy makers
may be interested in the distributional effects of zero rating differ-
ent products vn families with different compositions.

V. SuMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The large unified budget deficits forecast for fiscal year 1986 and
future fiscal years have raised congressional concern about their
possible harmful macroeconomic effects. Consequently, a value-
added tax at the Federal level has been proposed as a major reve-
nue source to reduce projected deficits.

The value added of a firm is the difference between the firm’s
sales and a firm's purchases for all other firms. A value-added tax
would be levied at all levels of production as some perceniage of
each firm’s value added.

A concern with any tax when tax liability is compared to ability
to pay taxes is its vertical equity which concerns the tax treatment
of unequals. This report uses annual family income as a measure of
ability-to-pay taxes and the benchmark for equals or unquals.

The recently released results of the 1980-81 Consumer Expendi-
ture Survey undertaken by the Bureau of Labor Statistics were
used to measure the vertical equality of a VAT. These data show
that a VAT covering all family expenditures would be :egressive
since, as family income rises, the percentage of family income paid
in VAT would decline. The best distributional or vertical equity of
a particular tax is a value judgment, but many people may be con-
cerned about the regressivity of the VAT. Three methods that can
be used to reduce the regressivity of the VAT are income tax cred-
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its, the partial linkage of revenues to social spending, and selective-
ly excluding (zero rating) items from taxation.

Data show that selectively zero rating items can substantially
reduce the burden of a VAT on the poor, but even a narrow-based
VAT has pronotnced regressivity. Also, selectively zero rating
items can reduce the variability of the percentage of income paid
in VAT of familities with different compositions. But the effect of
this reduced variability on the regressivity of the VAT could not be

3 determined from the available data.
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